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The Muslim Challenge

“Our children are being forced to attend Muslim schools and to learn about Islam before they even know about Christianity.”

Christian lawyer in Sudan

Though I’ve traveled periodically to the Middle East throughout my ministry and made many Christian friends, for years I remained naïve about the presence of the church in the strict Muslim countries. I had assumed that there simply was no church, that the Islamic fundamentalist governments had stamped it out of existence.

Imagine my surprise one day in the late 1970s when a Middle Eastern man came up to me at a conference and said, “Brother Andrew, when are you coming to visit the churches in Iran?”

He identified himself as an evangelical Iranian pastor, and he was serious.

Dumbstruck, I looked at Johan, who was standing next to me, and then I turned back to the man. “What do you mean by ‘the churches in Iran’?” I said in amazement. “Is there really a church in that country?” Ayatollah Khomeini was in power, and his fanatical Islamic regime had condemned virtually anything that smelled Western, so I figured the Christian church was long gone.

Was I mistaken.

My colleague Johan and I finally went to Iran for the first time in the winter of 1981, at the height of Khomeini’s power and in the middle of the Iran-Iraq War. Only a couple of months earlier the hostages had been released from the American embassy in Tehran.

Our plane had to land in the midst of a nasty snowstorm. Inside the terminal was total mayhem, with hundreds of people waiting for hours for their luggage, and everyone rushing madly to the baggage area when something did arrive. People were fighting, yelling, and cursing at each other in frustration. We eventually spotted our suitcases behind a row of desks, and after climbing over to reach them, we managed to pass through customs and out the door, where a car was waiting for us.

The chaotic atmosphere of the airport seemed to continue as we made our way to the Christian church. Most of the traffic lights didn’t work, and people pretty much ignored the ones that did, causing traffic snarls and fender benders. Finally we reached the small church building, which was on the same street as the American embassy. It faced a large square and a huge mosque where at that time a million Muslims would show up for Friday morning prayers. We said to each other, “What would happen if a million Christians gathered each week to pray in Amsterdam or Washington, D.C.?”
Inside the church was a little bookshop where copies of God’s Smuggler, recently published in the Farsi language, were displayed. I had expected the believers to complain about the economic, political, and spiritual mess the Ayatollah had brought upon the country. What I heard instead caught me by surprise.

“God has been good to us,” they said. Because of all the chaos and confusion, the church had been able to use the same permit five times to print more Bibles. In addition, more Muslims had been coming to the church, and the believers had been able to share God’s love with them, though they were not allowed to proselytize.

My Christian brothers went on to make another startling statement. “Khomeini has been the biggest blessing our country has ever had,” they told me, “because he has revealed Islam for what it really is. Before he came, Islam was a pretty package all wrapped up on the mantelpiece. Khomeini took the parcel, undid the wrapping, and showed the world what is really inside.”

Indeed, many I spoke with had personally experienced Islam’s darker side in the form of intolerance, harassment, and frequent police surveillance and interrogation. Yet the persecution seemed only to strengthen their faith.

What a wake-up call that visit proved to be! After all the preaching I’d done about no country being closed in God’s eyes, I realized I’d been writing off places such as Iran and Saudi Arabia, assuming that no church could possibly survive there. My eyes were opened, and I wanted to do something about it.

First, we informed our prayer partners around the world and asked them to intercede for their brothers and sisters in Iran. Then during the 1980s, we began to support small projects that would strengthen the church, such as supplying study materials and libraries for the pastors and providing financial assistance to their families.

As we continued to pray for those church leaders, God gave us another idea. Why not bring some of them out of the country for a week of encouragement, teaching, and rest? Surely they could use a break from the daily pressure of life as Christian ministers in a society so hostile to their faith. So in 1991 we came up with a plan to fly twelve key pastors and their wives to a relatively free Middle Eastern country for a holiday.

All of the arrangements had to be made covertly so as not to attract the attention of the Iranian secret police. Even then, as Johan and I waited to pick them up at the airport near our retreat center, we had no idea how many of the couples would make it out of Iran. (Citizens of Iran are normally allowed to travel out of the country, but since the pastors were on the police’s surveillance list, the chance of being followed or detained was much greater.) We worried a bit after learning the flight had been delayed, but when it finally arrived and the passengers came through the gate, I recognized a few of the pastors we had met earlier. We breathed a sigh of relief that at least some of them had made it.

One by one the couples came through customs. The wives were wearing head scarves even in the hot weather to comply with Iranian laws. They all remained fairly reserved at first since they were still in public, but I could see the excitement in their faces. Only one couple out of twelve was held up at customs, and we had to wait for forty-five minutes while they were thoroughly checked. Though they were out of Iran, they were still concerned that someone had been watching them on the plane.

When we finally climbed into our rented van and drove away from the airport, the couples immediately relaxed as if they had been holding their breath for the entire flight. The women yanked off their scarves and everyone laughed. It was almost as if they had been released from prison.

We enjoyed a very special week together. To spend time with those wonderful, dedicated Christians was a tremendous privilege. In the mornings, Johan and I offered teaching and encouragement from Scripture, and one Iranian pastor who lived in the West spoke to the group as well. There was time for worship, for fellowship, and for swimming or walking along the beach.

Over the course of the week several of the men shared how difficult it was to serve as a pastor under Islamic law—and yet how thrilling it was to see God at work in Iran. We heard more about Mehdi Dibaj, a pastor we had been praying for who had been imprisoned—though never formally charged—for the “crime” of converting from Islam to Christianity some forty years ago.

One minister in the group described how he was detained by the police, interrogated at great length, and then at midnight was locked in a hotel room in Tehran. After he had sat there for several hours, praying and wondering what would happen next, some of the interrogators came to his door. He tried to prepare himself for another round of grilling. But when they came into the room, their faces looked different.

“Tell us more about this Jesus you spoke of,” they said to him. During the earlier interrogation, he had told them about what Christ had done in his life. They wanted to know more. So he told them, and that very night they gave their lives to Jesus.

Another pastor shared how the Lord had protected them during the terrible earthquake in 1990. The whole area where they lived was destroyed—except for the church. At one point during the crisis, he said, he saw an angel holding up the roof of the church building.

It was hard to say good-bye at the end of the week, but I was happy that they were returning home refreshed and encouraged—and well-stocked with Scriptures and Christian literature.

Conditions worsened for the Iranian churches shortly after that conference. People were arrested, the Bible society office was closed down, and several key pastors left the country—though they continue to serve their brothers and sisters in Iran. One man who could have left but chose to stay was pastor Haik Hovsepian. I had first met his brother at the conference and later had the opportunity to meet Haik. He was a brave, dedicated leader who spoke out when the Iranian government tried to curb the activities and liberties of Christians. He had also been pressing for Pastor Dibaj’s release.

In December 1993 I had the privilege of seeing Haik in Pakistan, where both of us were speaking at a pastors’ conference. I was so impressed with the zeal of this brother and the challenges he set forth. It’s one thing to lecture about persecution and suffering from a textbook; it’s quite another to teach from personal experience. Having narrowly escaped death several times for his faith, Haik truly represented the suffering church in Iran. Though we spent only a short time together, I felt very close to him in spirit.

As we shook hands and bade each other farewell at the end of the seminar, he looked me straight in the eyes, gripped my hand firmly, and said, “Andrew, when they kill me, it will be for speaking, not for being silent.”
When, not if.

Back in Iran, Haik continued to preach the gospel boldly. He also vigorously defended his Christian brother Mehdi Dibaj, who by then had spent nine years in jail. Pastor Dibaj was a remarkable man, completely dedicated to God and willing to die for him. For two of those nine years, Mehdi had been confined to a dark cell of only one square meter in size. Yet during that time he had grown so close to the Lord that when he was later transferred to a regular cell with other prisoners, he asked if he could be returned to his solitary cubicle. There, he said, he would not be ridiculed, and he would have uninterrupted time with God.

During the same month that I saw Haik, the Iranian government decided to formally charge Mehdi with the crime of apostasy, which carried the death sentence. He was allowed to defend his case in a court hearing, but he chose instead to present a deeply moving testimony of his faith in Jesus Christ. Here is a small portion of his “defense”:

“They tell me ‘Return!’ [to the Muslim faith]. But from the arms of my God, to whom can I return? Is it right to accept what people are saying instead of obeying the Word of God? It is now forty-five years that I am walking with the God of miracles, and his kindness upon me is like a shadow. I owe him much for his fatherly love and concern.

“He is our Savior and he is the Son of God. To know him means to know eternal life. I, a useless sinner, have believed in his beloved person and all his words and miracles recorded in the Gospels, and I have committed my life into his hands. Life for me is an opportunity to serve him, and death is a better opportunity to be with Christ. Therefore I am not only satisfied to be in prison for the honor of his holy name, but am ready to give my life for the sake of Jesus my Lord and enter his kingdom sooner.”

Unmoved, the court convicted him anyway and sentenced him to death by hanging. When the news reached us, we immediately alerted our prayer chains, and soon thousands of Christians around the world were interceding for Brother Dibaj. Pastor Haik, too, was praying—but he was also speaking out.

Barely three weeks later we received a wonderful answer to our prayers: Brother Dibaj had been released. Apparently the public outcry—combined with all those prayers—had caused the government to back down.

Little did we know, however, that the government had not abandoned its goal, but had merely changed its approach. Rather than go through the official court system, it would resort to unofficial means to do its dirty work.

Just days after Mehdi’s release from prison, Haik disappeared while driving to the Tehran airport to pick up a friend. He was kidnapped and brutally murdered.

So in the midst of rejoicing over the miraculous release of Pastor Mehdi, we also mourned deeply for Pastor Haik. I especially felt the loss of this kindred spirit and courageous man of God.

At Haik’s funeral, Mehdi said, “I should have died, not him. He had a wife and a family and a ministry.” Mehdi once had a family as well, but while he was in jail, his wife had converted back to Islam and left him.

Haik’s assassination was only the beginning. Five months later Mehdi Dibaj was killed as well, also under suspicious circumstances. Then Haik’s successor, Tateos Michaelian, was shot in the back of the head. Three men of God slain within half a year. The government, of course, denied any involvement with the killings. The new leader of the church is keeping a low profile and works as part of a team to minimize their risks.

Since then, we have provided assistance to the families of these martyrs, and we are still working to strengthen the church in Iran by supplying them with God’s Word and Christian literature. And we will continue to call upon the church worldwide to intercede on behalf of the church of Iran and especially its new leaders.

I have come to believe that Islam poses the biggest challenge to the church today. Not to political or economic systems, but to the church. Why? Quite simply, because we in the Western church don’t come close to matching the level of commitment, determination, and strength of many Muslim groups. Christ and the Bible certainly call us to a radical commitment, but we don’t show it in the way we live. Until we do, Islam will continue to be the world’s fastest-growing religion—not because of its strength, but because of our weakness.
For that reason, I have devoted the rest of my ministry life to these two objectives: going to the Muslims in the name of Jesus, and doing my part to strengthen the church in the Muslim world. Really, it’s the same thing I’ve always done, but because I’m focusing on a group that appears to be utterly closed to Christians, I feel as if I’ve embarked on a totally new career.

One of the earliest prayers in the Bible is Abraham’s prayer for his other son: “If only Ishmael might live under your blessing!” (Gen. 17:18). I believe that if more Christians will pray this prayer today, we will begin to have an impact for Jesus upon the world of Islam. That is why in 1991 we in Open Doors decided to launch another prayer campaign: ten years of prayer for the church in the Muslim world.

We’re conducting it in a similar way to our campaign for the Soviet Union, but with two important differences. First, we are praying for ten years rather than seven because the Muslim world is much more closed to the gospel than the Soviet Union ever was. And second, we are focusing our prayers on the church in the Muslim world because it is much too weak and in some places virtually nonexistent. There was always a solid, active network of believers in Russia and Eastern Europe. Not so in the Arab countries.

There is another major obstacle to overcome if we are to reach out to the Muslims. We must forever set aside the idea that they are our enemies. We did this for decades with the Russians—they were the terrible, evil communists who were going to conquer the world. That very attitude on our part is why it took so long for their system to crumble. In our fear, we did not go to them with the love of God.

Today many of us have created an enemy image of the Muslims. They are all terrorists who hijack our planes, blow up our embassies, and take innocent people hostage. Not only is this untrue, but the very minute we view them this way, we make it impossible to reach them with the gospel. God cannot use us.

Several years ago I was interviewed for a Christian TV show in America, and I spoke about this tendency we have to create an enemy to focus on. Maybe it’s because we find it easier to identify what we are against than what we are for. So I explained to the talk show host that the communists and the Muslims are not our enemies.

The interviewer was flabbergasted. He threw his hands in the air and said, “Well, Andrew, if these people aren’t our enemies, then who is?”

“The devil,” I told him, “but never people!”

On many occasions when we visited Christians in the communist countries, they told us that they had an easier life than we in the West. “We know who our enemy is,” they would say, “but you do not.” As long as we have an enemy image of any group of people, we cannot love them. God will not call us to any nation or people that we do not shed tears for when we pray for them.
We must also avoid taking sides politically in the various conflicts involving Muslims. We’re easily tempted to label the “good guys” and the “bad guys,” but anyone who has spent time studying the problems of the Middle East can tell you that every issue, every situation, is much more complex than it appears. Every side has both good and bad motives; every side has committed some good deeds and some atrocities. So instead of always looking for the enemy or taking a side, we should go to all sides with the love of Jesus. We should strive to be like the angel who met Joshua on the road as he was approaching Jericho (Josh. 5:13–14). Joshua asked him the same question we tend to ask: “Are you for us or for our enemies?” The angel replied, “Neither,” and instead identified himself as part of the Lord’s army.

I am not in any way a Muslim specialist, and I never will be. I keep reading and studying their philosophy and theology because I want to understand their needs, their hurts, their fears for the future and for eternity. Above all, I want to listen to them. Only then can I help.

Every trip I’ve made to the Middle East, beginning with my earliest visits to Israel and Jordan in the mid-1960s, has been an education. More often than not it has been a reeducation, because I’ve had to unlearn so many of the things I’ve been taught by Western church leaders. By being there, seeing the situation for myself, and talking with many people face to face, I’ve gained an entirely new perspective on this part of the world and its various peoples. Let me give a few examples.

• I learned that there are many Christians among the Palestinians. When I took time to speak with these fellow believers, they poured out their pain to me—specifically the pain of not being recognized by the Western church as part of the body of Christ. Many Christians in the West, they told me, are so obsessed with Israel and its place in biblical prophecy that they completely ignore the church in Israel, which today is 85 percent Arab. As a result, the believers there feel lonely, abandoned, betrayed.

In Gaza, a small Baptist church has been without a pastor for many years. Also, a desperately needed mission hospital there has a one-million-dollar deficit and is fighting for its survival.

Not only have the Western Christians ignored the church in Israel, I was told, but they have also ignored the Israeli government’s often inhumane treatment of the Palestinians. There always seems to be an outpouring of sympathy for Israel—and rightly so—when they are the victims of a terrorist attack, but Israel’s acts of brutality toward the Palestinians tend to be excused or overlooked. Palestinian Christians sometimes get caught in this crossfire, but they have no one to stand up for them and support them.

• I learned that the percentage of Christians in the Middle East is shrinking at an alarming rate. For a variety of reasons, large numbers of them have emigrated during this century, and the trend continues. In Syria and Iraq, for instance, Christians at the turn of this century comprised between 30 and 40 percent of the population. Now that number is 3 or 4 percent. In Palestine and Jordan, the percentage of Christians dropped from 32 to 4 percent over the same period. In Israel, Christians make up only about 1.8 percent, according to Anglican bishops I spoke with. The archbishop of Canterbury recently remarked that by the year 2000, Israel would be a “Christian Disneyland.”

• I learned that just as Christians come in many varieties, so do Muslims. There are many Muslim groups and sects, and they disagree and fight with each other in much the same way that Catholics and Protestants have fought over the centuries. Some interpret the Muslim teaching of jihad, or holy war, to mean literal war and even terrorism, while others believe it simply means they should strive to obey koranic teachings. What I quickly came to realize was that Muslims were not a monolithic group of people who all believed and acted the same.
One thing I did notice, however, was that overall the Muslims exhibited a much higher level of commitment than that of most Christians I know. Especially among the fundamentalist groups, I have seen amazing dedication and zeal. A few weeks after a bus bombing in Tel Aviv, a leader of the radical group Hamas (who claimed responsibility for the act) praised the suicide bomber, who had proclaimed to the world, “Our love for death is greater than your love for life.”

Television coverage of the Middle East conflict inevitably shows a scene of Muslim boys yelling and throwing rocks. What the reports don’t mention is that the organized groups of these boys are carefully selected based on the strength of their religious commitment. Only those who lived by the words of the Koran, kept up with their prayers in the mosque, remained sexually pure, and used no drugs or alcohol would be allowed to participate. Further, before they were selected, they had to express a wish to die for Allah and prepare their parents for that possibility. One teenage boy, after hearing about the massacre of Muslims in a Hebron mosque, said, “If I knew another massacre would be taking place tomorrow, I would be sure to be there.”

How can we as Christians match that kind of dedication? We can’t. Or more accurately we won’t. The Bible nowhere urges us to seek out opportunities to die, but it does say we need to be willing to die for the cause of Christ. Unfortunately, many of us don’t take our faith that seriously. And the Muslims know it.

• I learned that the church in the Middle East has not figured out how to handle people who convert from Islam. The problem is that in many Muslim countries, conversion to Christianity is illegal. Muslims who accept Christ can be dismissed from their families, can have their wives and children taken from them, can be sent to jail or even to their death. On the other hand, Christians and especially pastors in many Muslim countries can be arrested and jailed for evangelizing Muslims. Many of them simply discourage Muslims or Muslim converts from entering their church. As more and more Christian missions begin to reach out to the Muslim world, this matter of “convert care” will become a key issue.
• I have seen that there is a genuine openness to Jesus among some Muslim groups. The Koran considers Abraham, his sons, Moses, David, Solomon, and Jesus to be prophets, and it recognizes the Torah, the Psalms, and the Gospels as holy Scriptures—though the Koran is considered to be the last revelation. There are indeed opportunities for us to build bridges—if we are willing to go to them in love.

Why have I spent so much time working among the Muslims? Because they are people for whom Christ died, just as he did for every one of us. As you know, I have always been concerned with reaching people most others aren’t attempting to reach—and building up the Christians among them. That’s why I naturally gravitate to groups such as the Palestinians.

In addition, I cannot stress strongly enough my sense of urgency that we reach out to as many Muslim and Arab groups as possible while they are still reachable, because anyone who is reachable is also winnable. We’ve seen that there is a startling openness to the gospel among some of these people. But unless we go to them now in love and influence them in a Christian direction, the ongoing cycle of violence and revenge will force them to take hard-line, extremist positions. Then they will come to us—the “Christian” West—in judgment.
It is already happening, and we are still not doing anything about it. The World Trade Center bombing was only the beginning. On Dutch TV recently I saw a frightening documentary about the rise of militant Muslim activity in America. FBI spokesman Oliver Revell minced no words: “Hezbollah and Hamas are very active in the United States. We now know that they have carried out military training operations including firearms practice, [and] the creation and construction of explosive devices and bombs.”

I speak of this threat not to strike fear into our hearts, but to challenge the church of Christ to stand up and be the church. Unless we wake up and strengthen what remains, unless we live out our faith at least as seriously as the Muslims live theirs, unless we take the initiative and go to them before they come to us, within a few years we will be facing very dark days as Christians. That’s why I am trying to seize every opportunity to reach out to the Muslims, wherever they are.

One incredible opportunity arose in my own backyard in Holland during the early 1980s. I got a phone call from the pastor of the American church in The Hague. He had been approached by a young Arab man who was looking for a Christian minister to pray with his sick father. The pastor wanted to know if I’d go with him to pray for the man.

Of course I would. So together we went to a house in The Hague, and the son introduced us to his father, a tall thin fellow lying in bed. He was quite sick. As we talked with him, we learned that he was the former headmaster of a Christian school in Nazareth. We prayed with him for a while, had communion, even sang a few hymns with him.

When it was time to leave, we went into the living room, where the son had been waiting. He was a big, muscular guy.

“So what do you do for a living?” I asked him, mostly to make conversation.

“I work for Chairman Arafat,” he replied proudly. “I am his right-hand man.” As it turned out, he was acting as the main West European “ambassador” for the PLO.

“Hmm, that’s interesting,” I said. “Can you get me through to your boss?”

No problem, he told me. One phone call would do it.

Returning home that day, I could hardly believe what had just transpired. I had come simply to pray for a sick man and had left with a direct connection to PLO Chairman Yasser Arafat.

Since then, I’ve had the opportunity to visit with Mr. Arafat, give him a Bible, and talk about Jesus with him. It made me feel good when, shortly after I had met with him, I read an interview in an English newspaper in which he stated that he read in his Bible every day. (It just might have been the one I had given him—who knows!)

During the mid- to late-1980s, I spent a great deal of time visiting war-torn Lebanon, encouraging the believers and attempting to build bridges between the various warring factions. With Bibles in hand, I went to see the prime minister and the president and most of the generals of the various armies engaged in civil war.

One very promising relationship began in early 1988 on a plane flight from Rome to Beirut. I noticed a distinguished man with a turban sitting in the front row of the first-class section, surrounded by bodyguards. Sensing that he was an important man, I began to pray for him and for the opportunity to speak with him. I also made a point of walking past his seat to the rest room four or five times and making eye contact.

He turned out to be the Grand Mufti—the spiritual leader of all Sunni Muslims in Lebanon. We chatted briefly, and I gave him a copy of God’s Smuggler. He in turn invited me to visit him in his office. Perfect.

So the following week I showed up at the Grand Mufti’s little palace, located in the center of East Beirut, the Muslim area of the city. I had barely stepped into his office when he said, “Andrew—that book you gave me. Every day after dinner I have been reading it at the table to my children.”

We had a meaningful time of conversation and sharing about our hope for peace. I presented him with a Bible. Then he said, “Andrew, this Jesus of yours—we know him better than you do because he was one of us. He lived among us, he knew our culture, he spoke our language. And he felt our pain.” When I left that day, I felt greatly encouraged by the possibility of further dialogue with this Muslim leader.

Six weeks later, he and all of his bodyguards were blown to bits by a car bomb.

What can a person do who lives where such acts of terrorism are commonplace? He can get out of there as fast as he can, as many do, or he can choose to stay and be a representative of Christ.

Lucien Accad, head of the Middle East Bible Society based in Beirut, is one of those courageous Christians who never left. He and his family live in a modest flat on a hill with a beautiful view of Beirut. During the worst period of the civil war, the flat was nearly destroyed several times by artillery shells crashing through the windows and into his living room.

The last time it happened, Lucien’s family had gone down to the bomb shelter in the basement, where they were watching a video of The Hiding Place. He was making a phone call in the kitchen, behind the living room wall, when a shell scored a direct hit, knocking him to the floor and demolishing most of the flat. Because he had been standing behind that wall, his life was spared. The explosion left him deaf for a week or so, but other than that, he was not really hurt.

I went to see him shortly after that shelling, and we sat there amidst the rubble that was once his living room. He was understandably in low spirits, and he spoke of giving up and leaving the country altogether.

After spending a day with him there, I could see why. I felt like a yo-yo, dashing down to the basement with the family, where we would sing and read together until the shelling stopped, and then traipsing back up the stairs to what was left of the flat. The basement was roughly the size of one apartment, and it had to hold all the people from the building. There was no network television available, but a generator made it possible for them to watch movies on a VCR.

“Lucien,” I finally said, “have you ever seen a spider spinning an elaborate web? When he finally finishes, it is a beautiful work of art. But what does the spider do if his web is destroyed? Within a minute he is busy spinning another web. That’s what you’ve got to do now. You’ve got to rebuild.”

Somehow he found the strength to pick up the pieces and start again. He still lives there today. I don’t think he was encouraged so much by what I said as he was by my willingness to go there and simply be with him in that shelter.

Though most of my recent travel has been in the Middle East, I have also visited other Muslim countries. Usually the body of believers I found was small and badly in need of encouragement, but very much alive. Inevitably the church leaders would tell me things I’d never heard before about how God is at work in their country.

The situation in Iran remains very tense, for example, and because of the rise of Muslim fundamentalism and radicalism and polarization, I believe it will only get worse. The devil is working hard to exterminate the church there right now. And the church is learning how to resist fear and grow in boldness and confidence. Maybe because of all the suffering the country has endured, Iran will be one of the first countries to reap the benefits of the gospel.

Pakistan is another country where Islamic law has become the law of the state. It began slowly several years ago, but more and more of the koranic justice system has taken effect each year until now restrictions are much fiercer. Fundamentalism is working its way into every aspect of society, and the strict Islamic laws are overtly discriminatory against Christians.

Take the case of Pakistani Christian Gul Masih, for instance, who was imprisoned in Pakistan on trumped-up charges of “blaspheming the Prophet.” Or that of twelve-year-old Salamat Masih (no relation), who was convicted of scribbling blasphemies on the wall of the mosque—even though he could neither read nor write. Both were sentenced to death, but by the grace of God and a massive letter-writing effort on the part of Open Doors supporters and many other ministries and individuals, they were eventually released. But not every story has a happy ending.

In this chapter I’ve hardly scratched the surface in explaining the needs of the church in the Muslim world. Nor have I talked about Muslim countries such as Egypt and Indonesia where there is a tremendous reservoir of  Christians. The Coptic Orthodox Church in Egypt, founded by the apostle Mark, is nearly two thousand years old and seven million strong. There are many born-again believers among them. And among the many islands of Indonesia, explosive church growth over the past thirty years has swelled the number of evangelical believers to more than thirteen million.

It is in countries such as these, where the church is successfully operating amid a majority Muslim population, that Christians should take the lead in reaching out to the Muslims. They’ve lived and worked side by side with them long enough to know their needs, their hurts, their fears, and their deep spiritual hunger. They know the language and the culture. They are better able to build bridges and share the love of Christ than any missionary group. That’s why we’ve focused our ten-year prayer campaign on the church in the Muslim world.

The truth is, we all need to come to grips with the rise of Islam—in Asia, in Europe, in Africa, even in the United States. Its strength and influence will most surely increase in the years to come. And the only way we in the church will be able to stand firm is to wake up, listen for the calling of God today, wherever we are, and then take that call seriously.
A recent experience I had at the Israeli airport in Tel Aviv symbolized both the problem in the world today and the solution that can be found only in Christ.

Airport security is (understandably) very tight there, and every passenger is interviewed by one, two, sometimes three agents before being allowed on the plane. They want to know where in Israel you traveled and what you were doing there. If you have visited any places that are known to be areas of unrest or anti-Israeli activity, you will be detained and grilled further, sometimes for hours. Every square inch of your luggage is inspected. If you miss your plane, tough luck—you’ll just have to book another flight.

Since I tend to avoid the safe areas and tourist spots, passing through the airport “gauntlet” has been a grueling experience for me on several occasions. Once I had to strip off nearly all my clothes and stand in a separate inspection booth. It was so embarrassing.

On this particular trip, two friends had brought me to the airport. I realized I had visited the same places as before, and I prayed that I wouldn’t have to endure another long interrogation: Lord, I’ll do anything for you if you will please save me from this humiliation. It takes so long and I am so tired. I don’t think I can stand it.
As I stepped out of the car, one of my friends said, “Andrew, when you get to the security check, try to get a man and not a woman inspector—the women are much more fanatical.”

Guess who I got?

“So where have you been?” the uniformed woman said sternly.

I sighed and handed her my passport. Usually when I go to Israel, I obtain a new passport in Holland so it is not loaded with stamps from the “wrong” countries. This trip I hadn’t been able to arrange for one in time. The pages seemed to shout at her, Lebanon! Egypt! Saudi Arabia! Plus, my suitcase was full of stickers and tags from other “forbidden” airports.

“I have been in Bethlehem,” I said, knowing she wouldn’t be happy about it. Bethlehem is in the West Bank, Palestinian territory occupied by Israel.

“Where else.”

“Kiryiat Arba.”

Her eyes flashed in disbelief. “What were you doing there?” she demanded. Kiryiat Arba is a very rightist Jewish settlement, and because of the unrest, a curfew had been imposed that week in nearby Hebron.

“Well,” I said, “the son of a Dutch friend of mine lives there with his family, and he was recently shot by a Palestinian terrorist. I wanted to console the family.”

The inspector appeared to soften a bit. “Bethlehem one day and Kiryiat Arba the next—that is quite a change in location, sir.”

“Yes,” I said, “but they are both about people who suffer.” Not a vast, faceless ethnic group to project our hatred upon, not a new enemy to replace the communist, but children of Abraham, people created in the image of God, people in need of a Savior whose name is Jesus.

I looked at her and saw tears in her eyes. She closed my passport with all the wrong stamps in it and waved me through. Shortly thereafter I boarded my flight for home.

Step Ten

Allow God’s Power to Flow through You into a Needy World

“The terrible and destructive war in our republic has left all of us who remain here with a heavy burden.  Our church is one of God’s few lights in our Islamic republic.”

Christian in Chechnya
Sometime in the late 1980s I spoke with a young American missionary in Cyprus about the needs in the Middle East.

“What is the answer to all this conflict?” I asked him.

“Power evangelism,” he replied.

My heart sank—not because I don’t believe in power evangelism, the term coined by some Christians to refer to miraculous accompaniments to evangelism, but because real power evangelism requires more. By power evangelism I mean the power of God in the life of a man or woman who is totally dependent on him. It is not the starting point, but the result, the culmination, of years of planning, prayer, preparation, presence, and so on. And it is not so much something we possess or achieve as something we reflect—others see the power of God demonstrated through us.

I am going to take one last look at the account of Joseph, because his incredible life truly embodied all ten steps. After Joseph proclaimed God’s truth to Pharaoh and interpreted his dreams, Pharaoh responded with an amazing statement: “Can we find anyone like this man, one in whom is the spirit of God? . . . so discerning and wise as you” (Gen. 41:38–39).

Pharaoh recognized the power of God in Joseph. (His words take on even greater significance when we consider that pharaohs were themselves acknowledged as gods while in office.) And because he saw that divine power, he then bestowed upon Joseph earthly power over all Egypt, second only to Pharaoh himself. He gave Joseph his signet ring, dressed him in fine robes, put a gold chain around his neck, gave him a choice chariot, and even presented him with his daughter as a wife (41:40–45).

As Christians following the steps I have outlined in this book, we should concern ourselves not so much with the offices or the trappings of power, but instead with the stewardship of power and the influence we can be for God’s greater purposes. Somewhere along the line Joseph realized that God had brought him to Egypt for a special purpose—to preserve life (Gen. 45:5). I’m sure he didn’t know at first what that purpose was or how it would be achieved. But as he faithfully followed God, seizing opportunities to share about him with others and in effect moving through the steps I’ve described in this book, God’s purpose became clearer to him. Where are the Josephs in the courts of today’s world?
It is the realization that God is using us as part of a plan much greater than our lives that moves us into the power stage of evangelism. Of course, God’s plan for us is always bigger than our lives. But when we finally take hold of that purpose, experience God’s power, and allow ourselves to be used to preserve life or build up the church or influence the policies of a corporation or a country, then we will have truly accepted his charge over our lives.

How will we feel in this “power” stage of evangelism? We will probably experience a sense of smallness, of inadequacy, of relying completely on God’s power because we have none of our own. That is exactly as it should be, and it is the only way in which we truly will be effective. And because the situation we were first called to has now changed, we are brought back to step one, where we listen for God’s prophetic word all over again. He may be calling us to a new situation or to a different aspect of our current one. But we will now have a fresh opportunity to travel through these steps with deeper faith and confidence.

Prayer

Lord, help me to surrender to your power and your greater purpose for my life. Amen.
