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Because of their inspiring example of selfless service to God in the crossfire of the Syrian war, this book is dedicated to two of the most courageous warriors of the Cross we have ever known—Abraham and Amalee Samara.

“The people living in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in the land of the shadow of death a light has dawned.”

Matthew 4:16


“Don’t be afraid of what you are going to suffer…. The Devil is going to throw some of you into prison so that you may be tested…. Be faithful until death, and I will give you the victor’s crown of life.”

Revelation 2:10 (ISV)

“Blessed is the man who is steadfast under trial and perseveres when tempted; for when he has passed the test and been approved, he will receive the [victor’s] crown of life which the Lord has promised to those who love Him.”

James 1:12 (AMP)

“Then, when the Chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the victor’s crown of glory that will never fade away.”

I Peter 5:4 (ISV)
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FOREWORD

Meeting the frontline warriors in the Middle East and North Africa risking all to follow Jesus revolutionized my life. I will be forever impacted by the pastor kidnapped by the radicals, the sheikh whose son had the encounter with the Man in the glowing white, the teacher of the Qur’an whose daughter was miraculously healed, the pastor who escaped from ISIS beneath a burka, the leader who endured the siege of Aleppo on the battle lines of ISIS, fearless Pastor Abraham, and dozens of others.

In my interactions with the men and women of the MENA region (Middle East and North Africa), as they rise out of the ashes of the past, struggling against all odds, I marvel at their maturity. I am impressed and humbled by their strong faith and tested lives, finding myself to be walking among giants.

These Believers are not rudimentary in their Christian life but living in a maturity of devotion rarely seen in the established Western church. The price of being a Christ-follower there is high, and when they count the cost of not loving their lives dear to themselves, their spiritual moorings are anchored deeper in Christ than many of us in Western society who grew up attending church all our lives.

“Do not focus on our suffering, rather focus on the Joy of our Salvation” is the rallying cry of these brave Soldiers of the Cross, receiving death threats and staring down gun barrels as the bombs explode around them.

Their daily lives are marked with uncertainty of life and liberty. Yet they discreetly, but boldly step into their day, asking, “Will this be the day I die?” while offering the only message of Hope that can change their desperate surroundings.

The Kingdom of Jesus Christ is forging a radical transformation in the MENA region through the efforts of these faithful men and women as they offer material relief, education, and share the Good News of the Gospel. Every time I interact with these amazing individuals, I am challenged on what it means to be a follower of Christ.

We share these stories as a testament to the Eternal Flame of God still burning in the regions of the Early Church. Every miracle documented took place as described while the names of the courageous warriors who risk all to follow Christ have been changed, to protect their lives. Abraham Samara and his family retain their original names in this document.

Read on to meet courageous heroes who seem to step right out of the book of Acts. I am confident your life will never be the same.

Soli Gloria Deo!

Ervin Barkman, pastor, missionary, and teacher at

Ananias House MENA pastor’s conferences

July 29, 2024


INTRODUCTION

When my great-grandfather encountered a missionary stranded in the Syrian desert in the early 1900s, he didn’t know the divine appointment would change the trajectory of the lives of his descendants and, in fact, impact the Middle East and North African regions as well.

Since Cain’s murder of Abel, whose blood cries out from the ground, the blood of hateful conflict has drenched the Middle East. Despite the relentless violence in this region, the Lord has maintained a remnant of hope through all the wars and deaths. The lifeline of hope flowing through the church since the time of Christ pulses with vibrance, swelling today, still offering healing and the promise of the resurrection for the Middle East and Muslim nations.

I am eager to share the stories of the journeys of the Christian believers and of the church in the Middle East today.

Discovering the missionary and his Ford stranded in the desert, my great-grandfather moved stones, carving a path for Dr. Freed’s Ford to reach the remote village, enlarging the paths made for camels and donkeys. Dr. Freed shared the Gospel with my great-grandfather. My father, in turn, spent more than five decades serving the Lord in the region, walking alongside others, spreading the Gospel in the Middle East and North Africa.

It all started with the story of one faithful, committed missionary braving the scorching desert with its perils. Today we see thousands of commitments to take up the Cross, and the faithfulness of Christians despite the hardships they face.

These are the accounts Ananias House organization introduces in these next pages. They are not our stories, but God’s stories. We are sharing our part in God’s story:

· The stories begin with my father Abraham, a fearless man of God, who lives with his ear to the heart of God, and his knees on the floor.

· Stories of miraculous answers to my father’s prayers, including prayers for 5,000 Bibles.

· Stories of my sister facing barrel bombs in the school yard surrounded with crying students.

· Stories of my friends getting abducted.

· Stories of miraculous healings in the refugee camps.

· Stories filled with God’s presence, direction, and deliverance on the front lines of battle, bringing hope that God is working powerfully in the twenty-first century, even in the most difficult of situations, just as He worked in Damascus in the days of Paul, 2,000 years ago.

And yes, the first story tells of my own arrest.

John Samara

August 2, 2024
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Part I

Damascus Light

“I am the light of the world. Anyone who follows me will never walk in the darkness but will have the light of life.”

John 8:12

“Darkness cannot drive out darkness; only light can do that. Hate cannot drive out hate; only love can do that.”

—Martin Luther King Jr.


HANDCUFFS

(Middle Eastern Border Crossing, 2007)

“Romans 8:17 says if we suffer with Him, we will be glorified with Him, combining suffering with glory. Paul knew his mission was to suffer severely for the name of God, but he also saw the glory at the end.”

—Rami Ibrahim

“You can only grow in jail what you take with you. You can only grow in persecution what you take into it.”

—Ripkin, The Insanity of God

Should a university student need to sit in a Middle Eastern prison cell for carrying a Bible in his backpack?

John didn’t notice the glint in the border guard’s eyes as the sweaty fingers rifled through his backpack. After pawing through the neatly pressed shirts, the toothbrush, the comb, the guard lifted out the carefully typed conference notes. And his Bible.

The Syrian youth could almost smell the sizzling lamb at the shawarma stands just beyond the diesel fumes of the muggy customs line. After the months of intense study in cloudy, cool England, John’s muscles relaxed under the welcoming caress of the Middle Eastern heat.

John signaled a thumbs-up to his University of Manchester classmates in line behind him, flashing his characteristic wink. Other years, it was John’s father, Abraham Samara, the godly, courageous Syrian pastor, who traveled to speak at Middle Eastern conferences.

“Guys, you have no idea how much this will mean for students from England to care enough to travel so far to invest in the youth at the rally.”

“You’ve told us so many stories of what they endure…” John’s friend dropped his voice, visualizing the beatings, kidnappings, and threats the Syrian, Lebanese, Egyptian, and Turkish Christian youth endured.

“Hey, we’re every bit as excited as you are.”

“For sure. And falafels. Freshly squeezed pomegranate juice. Bring it on!”

“Feels like the capstone of my life, guys. Like all my studies and experiences have been leading up to this moment …”

John’s voice died away and his eyes grew large as they focused on the soldier flipping through the highlighted pages of the well-worn Bible. The hateful glint in the guard’s steely, narrowed eyes curdled John’s stomach with apprehension.

“What’s this all about?” The border guard’s greasy fingers held John’s precious Bible by the back cover. Pages of notes fluttered to the floor.

“If you thought you could smuggle contraband into this country, you have another guess coming.”

Ice slithered down John’s spine. Radical Islamic soldiers …

Dear Lord.

“A Bible is not contraband,” John countered quietly, a flush rising in his cheeks. Every fiber of his body burned taut with emotion. Sweat beaded on his forehead.

“It is perfectly legal to carry one’s personal religious book …”

“I happen to be in charge, not you.” The guard’s steely eyes narrowed with scorn. “This is how we deal with anyone trying to smuggle contraband,” he snapped, yanking a pair of handcuffs from a drawer.

John’s spine stiffened. He felt a clutch of panic in the pit of his stomach. He wiped his clammy hands on his jeans. Please, Jesus!

“You have no right to arrest me. Besides, I have dual citizenship—Syrian and American, in addition to being a British student.” John struggled to keep his voice steady as he slapped his American passport next to his Syrian document.

“Hands behind your back! You can argue from your prison cell.” With sinister flourish, the guard slapped the cuffs onto John’s wrists.

How can this be happening? God, I’ll miss the convention! The struggling youth have looked forward to this all year! My friends came all the way from England …

Tourists tipped back their straw hats, removing sunglasses for a better view of the clean-cut gentleman the guard shoved toward the door.

A hasty glance over his shoulder assured John his colleagues had vanished into the crowd.

“I need to make a phone call,” John appealed as the door of the police car slammed behind him. “I am scheduled to speak at a conference.”

The icy glare told John smugglers didn’t get privileges. Especially “infidels.”

God! Why? Where are you? What’s going on?

Imposing concrete walls topped with coils of barbed wire and manned guard towers felt surreal, but the clanging of the iron gates assured him the arrest was no illusion.

None of the professors at Mount Vernon nor the courses he studied for his master’s at University of Manchester had prepped him on how to survive in a foreign prison cell. Under Islamic guards.

Inside the prison, the soldier roughly stripped John of his backpack, his wallet, his belt, and his shoelaces as well as any remaining fragments of self-respect.

The guard thrust a key into a cell door and unlocked it, shoving John into a small, dingy cell reeking of human waste with flies buzzing around smelly piles on the filthy floor. “Make yourself at home!” The guard cackled cruelly as the door clanged shut. A key turned in the lock.

Footsteps echoed down the cavernous hall, seeming to sneer mockingly, “You’re finished! You’re finished! You’re finished!”

The weight of his predicament crashed over him like the neighbors’ slimy dish water disgorged from the sixth-floor apartment above Mama’s courtyard. John gently massaged his wrists where the handcuffs rubbed his skin raw.

“Don’t be afraid. You are a God-fearing man,” a voice rasped from the shadows. “He will not let go of you.”

John’s eyes blinked in the shadowy darkness, focusing on the silhouette of his cellmate crouched in a corner, elbows resting on the robe flowing over the knees. Gnarled hands grasped the checkered kaffiyeh covering the grayed head.

John scanned the cell mate inquiringly. The urgently needed message soaked deep into his heart like a warm salve from the hand of God.

I will need those words.

A guard unlocked the door of the cell, gesturing to the cellmate. “Hustle buddy, you’re out of here tonight.”

As the cellmate hobbled stiffly down the hall, John stared after the unique messenger. Do angels sometimes dress like Muslims?

“Thank you, Jesus, for the unique greeter you arranged to encourage me!”

Surveying his wretched surroundings, John crouched in the corner that appeared to have the least human waste.

What do I do now, Lord?

Night fell, draping a heavy shroud of darkness over the prison. Holding his hand in front of his face, John could not see his fingers. The rank odors intensified in the blackness. Small paws scuttled around him, but he could not see the rats. He smacked at the bugs scampering across his ankles. A few stars flickered sympathetically beyond the barred window the size of his hand.

In exhaustion, John leaned his head against his knees. He could not coax sleep to grant him a reprieve.

Does anyone even know where I am?

My future just vanished…. It’s gone. Destroyed!

If only I could pace to release the stress. But he couldn’t see the feces, the reeking toilet hole, or the vermin, so he remained slumped against the wall.

Is this where I will spend the rest of my life? God! I thought you were leading me to train prospective leaders here in the Middle East. What’s this all about?

“Lord, I choose to trust you,” he whispered hoarsely, lifting hands in surrender toward the tiny window.

Slowly, John submitted to the new reality of life in prison. His taut muscles began relaxing. I have Jesus. It will be okay.

My dad heard your voice. You’ve answered more prayers for my baba than those stars I can see from this window. You are a living God. Will you speak to me like you spoke to my father? Like you spoke to the ISIS prisoner?

What would it be like to experience the dynamic presence of a living God?

Baba told me the story so often with such passion, I can almost feel the trembling of the building….


DIVINE ENCOUNTER

(Damascus, Syria, 1959)

“But Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord went to the high priest and asked him for letters to the synagogues at Damascus, so that if he found any belonging to the Way, men or women, he might bring them bound to Jerusalem. Now as he went on his way, he approached Damascus, and suddenly a light from heaven shone around him. And falling to the ground, he heard a voice saying to him, ‘Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?’”

Acts 9:1-4

“If we are abandoned to God, He works through us all the time.”

—Oswald Chambers

Draped in the mantle of darkness, the walls and roof of the dorm shuddered under the dynamic Presence. The windows rattled and shook as if about to explode from the uncontainable, awe-inspiring aura of the Divine visitation.

Damascene high school boys dove beneath the bunks. They flung blankets over their heads to hide from the magnificent Power. Wretched, helpless awe of a Force beyond anything they ever encountered seized the quivering hearts.

“Abraham!” a dynamic voice pierced and echoed through the darkness. “Abraham! You are My son. I am calling you to be a minister of the Gospel.”

Beyond the quaking windows, Mount Hermon rose majestically, etched against the dark sky, standing guard on Syria’s southwestern border, as it had three and a half millennia before when biblical Abraham’s camels kicked up Syria’s desert sands. Melting rivulets from its regal snowy cape trickled down the dark slopes to the clear Barada River. Moonbeams glistened on the rippling river threading through apricot and pomegranate orchards, flowing on toward the stone walls of Old Damascus. The shadowy outline of the battle-scarred citadel guarded the city, hinting at the battles it had seen in its 1,000-year reign and of sieges yet to come.

Towering mosque minarets pierced the night skyline. The green hue they flung across the ancient city hailed the seventh-century conquest of descendants of Hagar, biblical Abraham’s mistress. Beneath their olive glow, corroding memorials to Saul’s encounter with the Divine light lent Damascus the air of an ancient mausoleum.

The sign Apostle Paul Bar dangled in an alley. All that remained of the Christianity once blazing through these ancient alleys seemed to be cold, decomposing monuments.

In the secret closets of Damascus, a flame inched along a fuse about to detonate a government coup d’état….

But the God who flung His blinding light upon Saul the Persecutor had reached down to the ancient city once again.

As the Divine Presence vanished into the night, the trembling subsided in the Damascene school dorm. High school rebels known for their bravado and troublemaking crawled out from beneath their beds, wiping the cobwebs from their dazed faces.

You are My son…. You are My son…. I am calling you, you, you…. The echo of those life-changing words ignited the Syrian schoolboy’s heart with courage to follow where God led.

Abraham Samara pedaled his bike to the Muslim villages and suburbs around Damascus every weekend, sharing the Light of the Gospel. Obeying the Voice.

“Abraham, we feel God is asking you to preach next Sunday,” the church elders informed the student a short time after the Divine encounter.

“Me? I’m too young!” he balked. “I’m just a teen!”

“God told us you are to preach,” the elders insisted.

I have called you, Abraham remembered the Voice saying.

“I will not argue with God,” Abraham relented.

This remarkable lad knows his Bible more fluently and teaches with more passion than any other man in church, the congregation observed.

When the church’s minister died a short time later, the Damascene congregation commissioned Abraham as the church’s official pastor. Syria’s sparse Christian populace allowed few options for pastor selection and training.

The Divine encounter catapulted the lives of all of Abraham’s buddies in that dorm from mischief to a trajectory of lifetime service for God’s Kingdom.

Meanwhile, a whirlwind coup d’état blasted through Syria in 1963, followed by a second coup three years later. With the new Syrian government’s desperation for international recognition came alignment with the USSR, refashioning the Ba’athist party with Marxist theology.

“Don’t mention ‘his’ name in public,” the citizens whispered after Hafaz al-Assad’s power grab. “If you don’t want to end up in the Mukhabarat torture chambers, use a nickname when referring to the president in public. His Mukhabarat secret police are omnipresent.”

How long will the regime manage to quench the smoldering sparks of Sunni majority’s resentment toward the Alawite government? the world wondered.

Purging any potential opposition, the new regime expelled foreign missionaries. In a panicked exit, Old Damascus church and school facilities fell into the hands of Marxist teachers.

Lord, your church! Abraham grieved as he watched the takeover. Your facilities! Stolen … Teaching Marxist philosophies in facilities dedicated to the advancement of Your Kingdom?

During the government transition, Abraham graduated from high school and studied for a mathematics teaching degree, while evangelizing Saturdays and preaching Sundays. And he vowed his love to Amalee, a pastor’s daughter with an elementary teaching degree.

Two thousand years after Paul’s Divine encounter near Damascus, the Creator of the universe once again visited this ancient cradle of religion, transforming a rebel into a dynamic frontline leader to advance His Kingdom.

How great is our God!
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Behind the block walls and metal bars, John asked, God, where are you?

Baba often said, “God has a factory in heaven where He takes what the enemy plans to use for evil, transforming it for an ultimate good.”

It’s not about me, it’s about Your glory. John’s weary muscles relaxed as he sensed God’s hand over him.

God, I know you are real.

Goosebumps popped up on John’s arms. Where did I hear those words before?


ISIS PRISONER

(Syrian Desert)

“That you may declare the praises of Him who called you out of darkness into His wonderful light.”

I Peter 2:9

“God! I know you exist!” Prisoner 69 cried from beneath the black hood covering his head. “I know you exist!”

An ISIS guard bellowed out the identification numbers of the captives destined to stand before the court that day. He called each number in sequence, in ascending order, every dawn. Each morning, the announcement of the day’s fated numbers injected paralyzing terror into the hearts of the ISIS prisoners in the desert. Every day, the gap narrowed between the numbers called and number 69.

The echoing tramp of approaching boots, the jangle of keys, and the shuffle of shackled feet always followed the chilling pronouncement of the fated numbers. The captive heard the rapid panting beneath the black hoods of the doomed prisoners shuffling past his cell to the formidable ISIS court. The court with no hearings. No witnesses. No mercy.

Sixty-nine heard muffled pleas, shouts of “Allahu Akbar” mingling with pleading screams. Staccato gunshots. Thuds and groans.

And none of the prisoners ever returned to the jail cells. Not one. And none walked out of the prison gates.

Blindfolded by black hoods to intensify the air of terror and hopelessness and to secure the anonymity of the faces of the captors, the prisoners huddled in their cells smothered by stifling heat and the oppressive darkness. But far more terrifying than the physical blackness was the palpable spiritual darkness. The hatred. The despair.

Beneath the hood, one could distinguish night from daylight by the variation of noises. While the shroud of darkness remained constant, the pleas, screams, cracks, and thuds of execution faded, morphing into the scurrying of tiny feet, the scuttering of roaches, groans, desperate prayers, sighs, and the smothered sobs of the night hour.

As each night faded with the scampering of the rodent paws, as the groaning of the gate announced morning’s arrival, the prisoner tensed at the shouted daily roster of numbers. Mentally, he recalculated the days remaining until the guard would call “69,” tabulating the hours left until the guard called him to stand before the ISIS court. The ISIS sword or gun barrel. Or worse.

As the moments dragged like a chained body behind an ISIS Toyota, “69” wrestled with the irony of his dilemma.

I am a Muslim.

My ISIS captors are Muslim.

I am a Sunni Muslim.

So are my captors.

I pray to Allah.

They pray to Allah.

I read the Qur’an.

My captors read the Qur’an.

But in the name of that same Allah, quoting the same Qur’an I read, they will execute me, screaming, “Allahu Akbar! Our god is great!” What kind of a god condones such barbarity?

“God? Who are you?” he wept, in a desperate, agonizing passion to know a Divine Being who could hear his cries.

The calculated execution date crept nearer like a desert viper slithering closer to its terrified prey. Sixty-nine’s fear magnified with every passing hour. Restlessly, he paced the cell caked with human filth and smashed roaches, like a trapped animal, sensing the hunter’s approach. He paced back and forth, back and forth, groaning, sighing, moaning.

His hood, damp with sweat and tears of desperation, reeked of the foulness of tortured sweat left by the fated prisoners wearing the hood before him. The odor tormented him with the awareness that whoever previously wore the hood no longer existed.

“God, I know you are there!” he kept crying. “Please … please … please, help me!”

The numbers crept higher: 49 … 59 … and then 68. As the calculated hour of doom approached, his heart muscles tightened. The compressing screw of a giant vise seemed to bear down on his heart with increasing force every passing moment almost beyond endurance.

“God!” he sobbed wretchedly. “I know you are out there! I need you!”

A brilliant burst of dazzling light flashed through the blackness of the hood.

“Don’t worry, my son, you will be saved!”

A tranquil calm enveloped the prisoner like a child nestled in his father’s lap. A sense of wonderment, a sense of the Divine.

“Please, help me!” he cried in relief mingled with frantic desperation.

“Don’t worry, my son,” the Voice replied, “You are saved.”

Sixty-nine puzzled over the intense light filtering through the foul fabric of the hood; he pondered over the calm, authoritative voice.

God, who are you?
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The night before his calculated execution, the prisoner tossed and moaned on the filthy floor.

Did I actually hear a voice? Did God speak to me? Will he save me tomorrow?

The creaking of doors, the thud of boots…. The young man huddled in the corner, clutching his knees, shivering despite the heat, too terrified to pace or even to move.

How will they execute me? Will I be tortured? Does one feel excruciating pain when a sword slices through his neck?

“God! I know you exist! I know you do! Please help me!”

“SIXTY-NINE!”

The heavy tread of approaching boots.

The panting beneath his putrid hood.

The screw of the vise ratcheted tighter over his aching heart.

And yet the calm sense of the Divine remained.

The rattling of keys. The weary moan of the cell door.

A boot caught “69” in the ribs.

“To your feet!”

The guard yanked his arms behind his back, slapped on handcuffs, and dragged him, stumbling, out of the cell. Unsteadily, the prisoner shuffled down the hall, the black hood obscuring his vision and concealing the terror in his eyes.

Each shuffled step took him closer to his fate. Closer to the court that called no witnesses and reviewed no evidence. Closer to the Khalifa, the ISIS prince who never bothered to glance through any files to read the prisoner’s name, profession, family, or his charges, and who couldn’t see the face of the condemned beneath the hood.

But it made no difference. The sentence was always the same. Without exception. The sentence was always “Death.” The ISIS court never showed mercy nor permitted appeal.

The tramping of the guard’s boots halted. The trembling captor sensed he stood in front of the ISIS Khalifa, the prince. Every muscle in his body tensed. Dread ran down his spine. His knees turned to water. His heart hammered with such intensity he felt lightheaded.

Please, God! I believe in you! Please, please, please help me.

He could not breathe beneath the suffocating hood.

God! Whoever you are! Please….

He heard the rhythmic breathing of the Khalifa. The clearing of a throat. The squeak of a chair.

“Release this man!” a gravelly voice commanded.

“Release him??”

“Get moving! I told you to release this prisoner. Take him out to the desert and let him go. Next!”

The incredulous guard led “69” toward a truck, shoving him inside.

“Unbelievable! Unbelievable.” The guard muttered as he started the engine and threw the truck into gear.

“I’ve never seen anyone released. No one, I tell you. The Khalifa couldn’t even see your face.”

The entire trip, the soldier continued to mutter.

“He didn’t read your file. He knew nothing about you. What made him release you? Your God must really love you. Unbelievable.”

Sixty-nine never said a word as the truck bounced over the ruts and the rocks of the Syrian wilderness, but he knew. He knew without a doubt there was a real and living, loving God who cared personally for him.

The truck lurched to a stop. The driver yanked the transmission into park, shut off the engine, and shoved the truck door open.

The soldier tied up the hooded captive in the position that ISIS called “folded in half”—his legs tied to his shoulders. Leaving him defenseless, blindfolded in the barren wilderness without water or food.

As the rumble of the truck faded into the desert, the young man relaxed into the toasty sand, weeks of built-up tension melting away beneath the warmth of the ground beneath him.

“God! You are real! You heard me! You see me! Please help me find you.”

He twisted and strained, trying to wiggle out of his hood and to reach the ropes with his teeth.

He pictured the Levant vipers slithering through the desert sands.

Inexplicably, the knots loosened effortlessly. Yanking off the black, stale hood, he drank in the freshness of the gentle breezes, the brilliance of the cloudless skies, and the elixir of the golden sunshine.

“You are real! God, you are alive!” For a long moment, he just basked in the presence of an almighty, loving God.

And then he whispered again, “Help me find you!”

Surveying his surroundings, he noted the fresh truck tracks.

I will go in the opposite direction.

The released prisoner trudged through the wilderness, praying to the living God, looking for a sign of friendly inhabitants.

Eventually, the former captive made his way to the old city of Damascus, searching for a Christian pastor. God led him to Pastor Abraham Samara within the walls of the Old City of Damascus. The pastor with a shepherd’s heart who seemed to carry about him the palpable presence of God.

“The glorious light of the loving Creator God reached down into the darkness, despair, and hate of the ISIS prison and set me free. And now, I choose to follow the Jesus of the Cross I once despised. I’ve counted the cost.”

Within walking distance of Saul’s encounter with God two millennia before, the former ISIS captive embraced the light. Within shouting distance of where Ananias had prayed for Paul and the wall where Paul later was lowered in a basket to elude his pursuers.

The same omniscient God who confronted the Apostle Paul with the brilliant beam of light still cared about drawing blinded men from darkness into the light and hope of truth 2,000 years later.

How great is our God!
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If only I had a Bible I could bear most anything, John sighed. Baba prayed for 5,000 Bibles, maybe I could pray for one.

John could still picture Baba urging the church to pray for Bibles for Syria….


FIVE THOUSAND BIBLES

(Damascus, Syria, circa 1989)

“For God, who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ is the One who has shone in our hearts to give us the Light of the knowledge of the glory and majesty of God….”

II Corinthians 4:6 AMP

“The work of the church is not survival. She exists to fulfill the Great Commission.”

—Brother Andrew

“We are not called to be successful in accordance with ordinary standards, but in accordance with a corn of wheat falling into the ground and dying, becoming in that way what it never could be if it were to abide alone.”

—Oswald Chambers

“Let’s ask God for 5,000 Bibles,” Pastor Abraham suggested to the believers who had met to pray.

“There are Christians in this country who have never seen the Word of God. Syria desperately needs Bibles. We need to get a Bible into every home. Not just in every Christian home but every home in Syria. I have faith our powerful God can provide 5,000 Gospels for us to distribute, if we just ask!”

The congregants eyed each other with cautious, chuckling smiles.

Five thousand Bibles! This Islamic country doesn’t even permit the printing of Scripture. Where could we find 5,000 Bibles? And how could we pay for them if we did locate that many?

At the back of the auditorium, an elder rose to his feet. “Our God is wealthy. He owns the cattle on a thousand hills. He owns the universe,” 19 he announced confidently. “Our God could provide 10,000 New Testaments if we asked Him! Why stop at 5,000 when the need is so desperate, and our God is so great!”

Smothered chuckles rippled across the auditorium. Ten thousand Bibles! Utterly preposterous! Why not ask for the desert to freeze?

And yet, why not ask? Still smiling at the far-fetched prayer request, the congregation knelt with their pastor. The grins faded into earnest expressions of intercession as the entire audience began to cry out to God for 10,000 New Testaments for Syria.

“Father, Syria needs your Word.”

“We have seen your power. We have seen your miracles.”

“It would be nothing for you to give Pastor Abraham 10,000 Bibles …”

“Amen!”

“Alleluia!”

Every believer prayed out loud simultaneously, storming Heaven’s gates in a precious concert—earnest, passionate, pleading prayers in one voice. Their faith increased as the prayers crescendoed.

Twelve hours after that prayer meeting, the phone rang. Abraham lifted the receiver to hear crackling static alerting him the long-distance call originated in a distant country.

“We have several cases of Arabic Bibles we planned to send to Iraq,” the caller announced through the crackling on the line. “Saddam Hussein’s regime refused to let Bibles into the country. Could you possibly use 17,000 Arabic New Testaments and 1,000 Bibles?”

“Alleluia!” Abraham shouted, leaping out of his chair.

Could we possibly?! God, you don’t waste any time, do you?

The miracle of the 18,000 copies of the Word of God was just another day in Abraham’s journey with his miracle-working God in Syria. The divine interventions he experienced seemed as numerous as the stars looking down on the ancient walls of Damascus. He’d seen far too many miracles from the hand of his unlimited God to count or recall them all.

As the boxes of donated Bibles emptied, Abraham began to strategize. Shipping Bibles into Syria involves red tape, challenges, and expense. Why not print Bibles within the country?

Even beyond the legal challenges, printing Bibles in a Muslim majority regime would be a daunting venture.

But God….

The persistent, passionate pastor researched, filled out applications, prayed, and hacked red tape with the confidence God would open doors.

In time, he received legal authorization to print Bibles in Syria. Believing the New Testament was friendlier to those unfamiliar with the Word of God, Abraham published tens of thousands of New Testaments, making the Gospel much more accessible in the Middle East.

Though Abraham worked with limited resources, God always provided finances for the visions He gave Abraham.

“Lord, help us get a Bible into every home in Syria,” he prayed. The prayer eventually changed to “Lord, help us to get a Bible into every home in the MENA [Middle East and North Africa] Region.”

“God’s Word never returns void,” the pastor told his congregation.

Abraham’s vision eventually facilitated the distribution of more than a million copies of the Word of God in the Middle East.

Beneath the Alawite rule, the restless 74 percent Sunni Islamic population lay as dry tinder, waiting to explode in a conflagration of war. Only God knew the harvest those copies would produce when the flames of civil war raced across Syria.

“Please don’t think of going to the Jihadi hotbed!” Abraham’s friends pleaded. “If the radicals threw a priest out of the camp, who knows what they will do to you if you try to give them Bibles!”


THE JIHADI STRONGHOLD

(Syria)

“Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay down his life for his friends.”

John 15:13

“The Cross can point to suffering, but it does not symbolize suffering. The Cross symbolizes victory. The Christian life is not a difficult, suffering life. It is a good life, a wonderful life, a victorious life.”

—Rami Ibrahim

“So, where are we going with this truck?” the hired driver questioned, maneuvering the rented truck out of Damascus.

“We are delivering blankets and Bibles for the humanitarian crisis up north,” Abraham explained. With the Jihadi wars throughout the Middle East, Syria perpetually seemed a magnet for both refugees and Jihadists.

“The Jihadi hotbed!” The driver swerved onto the curb of the road with the screech of tires. “No sir, we certainly are not! That’s suicidal! You’re on your own, buddy!” A forceful slam of the truck door punctuated the driver’s words.

Abraham hired another driver off the street, continuing on his mission unruffled.

Women in burkas, long-bearded men, and ever so many frolicking youngsters scrambled curiously from their makeshift homes to discover the new diversion from their perpetual boredom.

“I’ve brought you blankets,” Pastor Abraham shouted with a welcoming smile as he gestured to the stacks beside the truck. “Please take a blanket.”

“And, if you want, you are welcome to gather around me. I would love to share with you about God’s holy Book.”

Refugees swarmed around him, clamoring for copies of God’s Book and, to his amazement, neglected the stack of blankets.

A dignified elderly man stretched out his hands for a copy, his face etched with desperation. He beamed delightedly as he pressed the “Holy Book” to his forehead in grateful bliss.

“I have been searching for years to know what is in the Bible!” he cried, hugging and kissing Abraham tearfully. “I was a former English professor and always wondered about the Christians’ holy Book. I’ve been searching for a Bible for years, and you just drive up and bring me one!”

How great is our God!
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In the squalid, dingy prison, John tensed as footsteps echoed in the corridor. The rattle of keys. The creak of a door. “Samara, you are being transferred,” a voice growled.

When radical Islamic guards transferred him to a third prison under the cover of darkness the next night, John knew, They don’t want anyone to know where I am. They are hiding me….

As John collapsed into the third cell, the shame smothered him, like a death shroud, once again. In the Arab culture of honor and shame, a prison sentence branded a man in the deepest disgrace. Pastor Abraham Samara’s son in jail!

How will I ever teach again? Who will listen to me?

What girl … He shoved the dismal notion from his tortured mind. But the haunting thought ricocheted, returning forcefully.

Was Mero, the delightful girl from Latakia with the social work major, at the youth conference? What will she think if she finds out? And what will her father, a jet pilot, say if a guy with a prison term asks to date his daughter?

John shivered, hurling the horrid notion from him as if it were a live grenade.

If only I had a Bible!

Highlighted passages from his precious Bible scrolled through his weary brain. “… All things work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose.” Romans 8:28.

Dear Baba. You were always so sure everything worked out for an ultimate good for those who loved God. You are turning the country upside down looking for me. Brave, fearless Baba….

Sleep evaded John for three nights. The stench, the filth, the scurrying creatures, the cruel injustice, and the uncertainty made sleep impossible. His muscles felt like they’d been stretched on a torture rack. His weary brain seemed to flounder in a foggy swamp.

Mama, what I wouldn’t give for one of your freshly fried kibbeh.

John could envision selfless little Mama with her round face crinkled into a smile, Baba with his neatly trimmed black mustache, and Nancy, Joanna, Silva, and Sila sitting around Mama’s laden table in that tiny Damascene apartment in the Old City.

John could still picture the tear plopping onto Silva’s flushed cheeks when his sister disclosed, “My friends were interrogated by the Mukhabarat.”

Not even Mama’s legendary kibbeh meat croquettes tempted her that night….


THE SECRET POLICE

“We look not to the things that are seen but to the things that are unseen. For the things that are seen are transient, but the things that are unseen are eternal.”

II Corinthians 4:18

“It is not about us being safe and comfortable. God is the center of the universe, not us. If He chooses to keep us safe, that’s great, but if He chooses to allow us to suffer to bring glory to His name, then that’s good, too. It is not about safety or comfort; it is about us bringing glory to God. And sometimes God receives the most glory when people see the grace of God shining from our broken hearts in response to suffering.”

—Rami Ibrahim

Holding the shriveled, hard bread crust between his fingers in the dingy prison cell, John could almost smell Mama’s famous kibbehs. His shrinking stomach rumbled as he pictured the savory ground beef, onion, and bulgar croquettes stuffed with pine nuts, fried beef or lamb seasoned with coriander, pepper, nutmeg, cinnamon, and cardamom.

The memory of the comforting aromas soothed John’s heart as it always did when he walked into Mama’s little kitchen with his torn jeans and a bloody nose once again.

Mama’s delightful culinary creations and her generous spirit drew church family and neighbors to her table for tea and to stay for dinner nearly every day. Baba said the informal gatherings over Mama’s treats forged stability, strength, and accountability in the church family.

John envisioned the tiny courtyard haven with a little swing, a laundry line laden with his sisters’ home-sewn dresses, and fragrant, blooming cherry, loquat, apricot, and kumquat fruit trees.

He could picture the upper neighbors dumping their dishwater, potato peelings, and chicken bones from their balconies onto the courtyard, and Mama quietly cleaning them up. Dear Mama had the elasticity of a rubber band without the snap.

Mama made us feel loved and Baba always made us children feel secure and defended, John thought with a sigh. All of us Samara children knew he would defend us and speak to our Islamic teachers when they treated us unjustly….

The block walls and bars faded as the childhood scene around Mama’s table rose before John’s eyes.
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(Damascus, Syria, circa 1995)

“The Mukhabarat summoned Mariama and Elia to the secret police headquarters again,” Silva whispered, her pale face looking down at her untouched kibbeh, eggplant, pita, and tahini as tears threatened to spill from her gentle eyes.

“Mariama is so stressed her hair is falling out by the handful. Their reputations are ruined….”

“What would the Mukhabarat want with two 13- and 14-year-old girls from our church?” Abraham demanded, nearly rising from his chair, his dark eyebrows tangling in concern. The dark hair brushed back from his face, the groomed mustache, the glasses and his fit physique lent him the look of a dignified diplomat instead of a pastor and high school math teacher. “Girls from our church certainly would have no interest in scheming against the Assad Regime.”

“You know they wouldn’t, Baba!” Silva’s taut muscles began to relax. Her fearless warrior Baba was a defender and a man of action, empowered by the passion of God’s Spirit. He would not let the disgraceful injustice slide.

“Fasil had a crush on the girls and tried to get Elia and then Mariama to go out with him. Of course, Mariama and Elia would not be interested in a boy who is not a Christian. And they are too young for boy drama anyway!”

“Ah, so Fasil, the spurned lover, got revenge by lying to the Mukhabarat about Elia and Mariama,” Nancy huffed, eyes flashing and brows knit.

“We must remember those who abuse us are not the enemy,” Mama soothed, refilling the platters. “It is the spirit behind the abusers that is the enemy.”

“I will personally look into this,” Abraham declared. John and Sila exchanged gratified, knowing looks. That was their baba.

“You certainly aren’t going to the headquarters for the secret police, Baba!” Joanna was old enough to understand the risks. “You might not come out!”

“I am and I will.” And that settled the matter.

Baba did not need to say: “For me to live is Christ and to die is gain.” His children all knew Abraham’s life motto propelled him to live fearlessly as he followed the leading of God without faltering or fear. That verse coupled with God’s direction was to Baba like fuel to a rocket, making Abraham Samara an unstoppable force.

Mama passed the kibbeh again. “Sila, did your homework survive today, or did the boys throw it into the mud again?” she gently questioned her youngest son.

“At least the gang didn’t rip up my finished worksheets,” Sila shrugged. “And the teacher is marking my grades more fairly since Baba spoke to her about it.”

“Bring the soiled papers to me after dinner and I will try to wipe off the dirt and straighten them.”

Jesus, I know you see what these dear youngsters go through for loving you, Mama often prayed. Make a way for them to be faithful soldiers for you.

“Silva, I am sorry you had to crawl across the playground. I suppose that was some unfair punishment because you are from a Christian pastor’s family.” A tender expression graced Joanna’s fair face and petite features.

“I hope your teacher isn’t targeting you because she knows you are the sister of Nancy and me. And I don’t believe your teacher is marking your scores accurately. Everyone knows you are a star English pupil and earn far above the average scores she gives you.”

Mama patted her youngest daughter sympathetically. It pained her to see her bright butterfly of a daughter like a wilted flower tonight. What will the long-range effects of growing up in Syria be on God’s precious heritage? she secretly wondered.

“Mrs. Baghdadi knows I am the sister of Nancy and Joanna who spoke up for Jesus, and she doesn’t like it,” Silva sniffed. “Today it was hot, and the lecture was so boring. The whole class was restless. I promise I was not any more fidgety than any other student, but Mrs. Baghdadi looks sternly at me over those glasses and yells, ‘Silva Samara, go crawl across the entire playground on your hands and knees. Maybe that will help you learn to sit still!’” Silva’s sweet face flushed at the memory of the humiliating abuse.

Baba looked at Mama and made a mental note about the matter.

Like many Middle Eastern pastors and their wives, Abraham and Amalee realized, We can endure the persecution, but what about the youngsters?

Silva’s recent cries as she burst through the door still scarred Mama’s heart. “I did not convert to Islam!” the girl had cried as the story spilled out.

During a class break, the Islamic classmates had gathered around Pastor Abraham’s youngest daughter, decking the lovely, petite girl with their hijabs and scarves. “Oh, Silva, this looks gorgeous on you! It just matches the hue of your eyes!” they’d gushed.

When they had her all decked in their Muslim garb, they crooned, “Now just say the Shahada,1 say ‘There is no god but …’”

As Silva innocently repeated their words: “There is no …”

The classmates gasped in shocked victory. “Aha, you became a Muslim!” the girls crowed
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