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East Africa and Pakistan – 
Coronavirus infection cases 
rocket in locust-infested regions
The recent rise of coronavirus cases 
across Pakistan and East Africa is set to 
heighten the emergency in the already 
locust-plagued regions, where crops and 
livelihoods have been devastated.

Across Africa there were 1,184 
recorded cases at the time of writing, 61 
of which were in East Africa, a region 
already severely impacted by the locusts 
and food security crisis. The World 
Health Organisation warned Africa must 
“wake up” and “prepare for the worst” 
against the coronavirus pandemic. 

A number of East African countries 
implemented measures against 
coronavirus. Rwanda banned all 
flights, closed markets and instructed 
many citizens to work from home. 
Both Rwanda and Uganda closed their 
borders. Zambia closed parliament 
and schools, and Kenya, a majority 
Christian country, suspended some 
church meetings.

There was a surge in coronavirus 
cases across Pakistan, with 875 infection 
cases and six deaths recorded. The 
federal government deployed the army 
to help the country cope with the crisis, 
as partial and complete lockdowns 
commenced in all provinces for 14 days.

Sindh province, one of the poorest 
rural regions of Pakistan and already 
devastated by a desert locust invasion 
this year, was hardest hit by the 
pandemic. A senior doctor in provincial 
capital Karachi said few hospitals were 
equipped to handle coronavirus and an 
influx of Covid-19 patients caused many 
hospitals to close their doors.

The UN has warned of an impending 
food crisis in East Africa and a state 
of emergency is continuing in south-

west Pakistan. Concern is growing for 
Christians in affected regions, many of 
whom already face marginalisation and 
persecution for their faith.

Pray for all people in East Africa and 
Pakistan, especially our brothers and 
sisters, as they are doubly tested by the 
coronavirus outbreak and the terrible 
locust swarms. Ask that God will meet 
their needs and they will be comforted, 
knowing that no matter what trials they 
face in this world, a crown of eternal 
peace and life awaits them as a reward 
for their faith (James 1:12).

Myanmar (Burma) – military jets 
open fire on Christian Chin 
villages killing 21 people
A total of 21 villagers were killed and 
about two dozen injured when military 
jets opened fire on four majority 
Christian villages in Chin State, 
Myanmar (Burma) over the weekend of 
14 and 15 March.

An eyewitness said twelve people 
were killed in the first attack on two 
villages in Paletwa Township by 
Myanmar Army planes on 14 March. A 
further eight people died the following 
day in an airstrike on two other villages. 
The attacks caused about 2,000 
residents to flee to a nearby town.

“We did not expect that the military’s 
fighter jet would shoot into our village,” 
said a survivor. “In one family, seven 
people were killed instantly and only two 
teenagers, aged 13 and 15, are left – both 
of them were injured.

“Some houses were in flames when 
we left. Three houses were burning. 
Later we heard all the houses in our 
village are gone. Thankfully, my parents 
are safe, but our house was burnt and is 
gone.” The Chin ethnic minority group 
are predominantly Christian.

Bring to the Lord the families of 
those killed, that the Lord will wipe 
every tear from their eyes (Revelation 
21:4) and provide for the practical needs 
of those displaced from their homes. Ask 
that military and government leaders 
will bring an end to the long conflict and 
pursue peace (1 Peter 3:11).

Pakistan – Christian farm 
labourer tortured to death for 
washing at Muslim-owned well 
and Aasia Bibi says “I’ve forgiven 
everyone” as she speaks out 
about her death-row prison ordeal
Pakistani Christian Saleem Masih died 
on 28 February, three days after he 
was tortured by a Muslim cattle farm 
owner for washing in water from the 
Muslim’s well.

The 22-year-old farm labourer 
rinsed himself off in water pumped 
from the well after unloading husks 
from a vehicle. The enraged farm 
owner accused Saleem of “polluting” 
the water at Baguyana, a village in 
Punjab province.

Calling Saleem a “chuhra” (a term 
of derision commonly taken to mean 
latrine cleaner) and a “filthy Christian”, 
the farm owner ordered his men to tie 
Saleem’s hands and chain his feet before 
they tortured him with sticks and heated 
iron rods. They rolled a heavy iron rod 
over Saleem’s body, causing multiple 
fractures and internal injuries.

Saleem’s family, who were notified 
by police, found him unconscious and 
bleeding severely, and had to plead with 
the farm owner to permit them to take 
Saleem to hospital for treatment.

Ghafoor Masih, Saleem’s father, 
said he knew his son was killed for 
“nothing but for being Christian”. He 
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“God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in trouble.”  
Psalm 46:1

said he wanted justice for his son, but 
acknowledged “there is not much hope” 
because “we are poor, we are Christian”. 
However, Ghafoor added, “we are 
Pakistani citizens too”.

Saleem’s case is similar to that 
of Pakistani Christian Aasia Bibi, a 
mother-of-five who spent nearly eight 
years on death row after being falsely 
accused of “blasphemy”. Her arrest 
followed a dispute in June 2009 with 
Muslim women over a shared cup 
of water, which the Muslim women 
considered “unclean” because it had 
been used by a Christian.

Aasia said in an interview in February 
that she had forgiven her tormentors. 
“I am not angry at all, I’ve forgiven 
everyone from my heart and there is 
no hardness in me,” she said. “There is 
patience in me because I learned how 
to be patient after having to leave my 
children behind.”

Aasia was sustained by her faith in 
our Saviour Jesus Christ throughout the 
ordeal of her trial, imprisonment and 
eventual acquittal, when her tormentors 
were crying out for her execution. Now 
resettled in Canada with her family for 
security reasons, Aasia said that she 
still hopes to return to Pakistan one day. 
“It was my country that freed me. That 
makes me proud,” she said.

Ask the God of all comfort to abide 
with the family of Saleem Masih (2 
Corinthians 1:3). Pray that they find 
solace and strength in Jesus’ words, 
“Blessed are those who are persecuted 
because of righteousness, for theirs is the 
kingdom of heaven.” (Mathew 5:10). Ask 
that, like Aasia Bibi, they will find the 
grace to forgive and receive the love of 
the Holy Spirit that comes from suffering 
and perseverance (Romans 5:3-5).

Nigeria – elders hold service  
in burnt out church after Boko 
Haram lays waste to  
Christian village
Four Nigerian church elders held a 
Sunday service in their burnt out church 
building on 23 February, two days after 
Boko Haram militants abducted some 

of the church’s female members and 
set fire to the building. The terrorists’ 
rampage destroyed churches, homes, 
schools and businesses in the Christian 
village of Garkida on 21 February.

Heavily-armed militants stormed 
into the church during a women’s 
fellowship meeting and kidnapped 
some of the Christian women and 
left the building a burnt out shell. A 
local Christian leader said that, in 
spite of their anguish and shock, the 
pastors decided to continue to meet 
together to show that “‘church’ isn’t 
the building razed down, but the 
Christians living – the Christian body 
is the church”.

On the day of the attack, the jihadists 
approached the village in Adamawa 
State “in about nine trucks, and more 
than 50 motorcycles carrying at least 
two persons on each”, an eyewitness 
told Barnabas. The attack lasted around 
six hours, during which two other 
churches were also set alight, a local 
market looted, a health centre burnt 
down and two ambulances destroyed.

Former Nigerian Head of State, 
General Yakubu Gowon, took part in 
a prayer rally for peace, on Sunday 
23 February. “Lord, as your people, 
we bring confession of the needless 
bloodshed, killings, and attacks by 
the dreadful Boko Haram insurgents, 
banditry and the spate of kidnappings 
and all kinds of evil in various parts of 
the country. Lord, we plead for your 
forgiveness, mercy, and cleansing of the 
land,” he prayed.

The number of attacks by Islamist 
militant groups has sharply increased 
since April 2019. Christians in 
Nigeria are on high alert, calling 
for urgent prayer against the 
onslaught of Boko Haram.

Praise God for the courageous 
actions of the church elders who 
declared by their actions that the 
Lord their God is with them wherever 
they go (Joshua 1:9). Pray for the 
extremists that attack Christians in 
Nigeria, and ask that their bitterness 
and anger will be replaced with 
tenderness and love for Jesus Christ 
and His children (Ephesians 4:31-32).

Iran – authorities force Christian 
converts from Islam to declare 
their faith to obtain ID cards
Christian converts from Islam no longer 
have the choice of keeping their faith 
secret in Iran after the Islamic Republic 
removed the “other religions” option 
from the new application form for the 
national ID card.

The National Census Bureau has 
narrowed the choices available 
to new applicants to only the four 
religions recognised under the Iranian 
constitution: Christianity, Judaism, 
Islam and Zoroastrianism.

This means that Muslim-born 
converts to Christianity, who may 
have preferred not to make public 
their faith in order to avoid hostility 
or persecution from their family, 
employers or the authorities, now have 
to reveal they are Christian.

A Barnabas Fund contact said the 
ID cards, which are compulsory for 
every citizen aged 15 and above, are a 
necessary part of daily life in Iran and 
are required to access basic government 
services or to make bank transactions. 

The contact said the rule change was 
in line with the government’s strategy 
of harassing converts (and other 
non-recognised religious groups) and 
pressurising them to emigrate. She 
said, “Converts are frequently arrested 
and then released to drive them to 
leave the country – and, in some 
cases, officials have openly suggested 
converts leave. Because so many leave, 
it means that many leaders of convert 
groups have little theological and 
Biblical education.”

Lift up our brothers and sisters in 
Iran and ask that they will be strong 
and courageous in their faith. Pray 
that they remain free of fear, knowing 
that the Lord goes with them and will 
never forsake them (Deuteronomy 
31:6). Ask that those who now have 
to reveal their love for Jesus for the 
first time may find that their witness 
draws others to Him too. Pray that 
Iranian Christian leaders will grow in 
their understanding of the riches and 
wisdom of God (Colossians 2:2-3).


