
"Whatever the result, I believe God
is using this to temper our hearts."

~ Pastor Hao Zhiwei's son, Paul,
after learning of her prison sentence

Pro-coup demonstration in Ouagadougou.
Photo: Voice of America

BURKINA FASO: Boarding School Attacked by Jihadists
Sources: Catholic News Agency, Open Doors, ACI Digital

For several years, Burkina Faso has faced civil unrest, particularly
due to al-Qaeda and Islamic State factions. Dissatisfaction over the
government's lack of response to the jihadist crisis has led to
mounting tensions which ultimately brought about a military coup on
January 23rd.

While the military junta claimed to have restored the constitution on
January 31st and appointed an interim president, the country
continues to suffer from widespread unrest. Additionally, the
international community does not recognize the newly appointed
government. In the midst of this political uncertainty, jihadists have
continued to be active in pressing their agenda. In some cases, they
are directly targeting Christians (see this page).

On the evening of February 10th, Saint Kisito de Bougui, a Catholic
boarding school, was attacked by armed jihadists. According to local
sources, about 30 men arrived on motorcycles and, over the next
hour, burned down two dormitories along with a classroom. One car was also destroyed and another stolen. As they were leaving, the
attackers warned that they would be back to kill anyone who attempts to return to the school.

At the time of the attack, the school was home to 146 students and seven teachers. While there were no injuries, the school buildings
sustained significant damages. Because of the threats issued by the assailants, as well as the targeted destruction of a crucifix, it is
believed that the school was specifically targeted because it represents Christianity. After a church attack in December 2019, Bishop
Justin Kientega stated that such violence was an attempt to "provoke a conflict between the religions in a country where Christians
and Muslims have always lived peaceably side by side."

Prayerfully uphold the citizens of Burkina Faso who are caught in the midst of the ongoing political and religious turmoil.
As the country's politicians work to resolve the issues of national governance, may God provide guidance to the Christian
leaders, as well as those of the international community. Specifically intercede on behalf of all the students and staff
members who've been affected by this recent attack, praying that their hearts will be governed by the assurance of the
Lord's presence and the resulting emotional strength and sense of calm He alone can provide.

REPORT UPDATES
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NIGERIA: Leah Still in Captivity After Four Years
Sources: International Christian Concern, Open Doors, Jubilee Campaign

February 19th marked the fourth anniversary of the abduction of Leah
Sharibu, a Nigerian schoolgirl who was kidnapped by Boko Haram terrorists
when she was only 14 years old. Originally, 110 students were captured
during the raid. Five died following the attack and, after negotiations, all
remaining students were released except for Leah. According to reports from
other students, the young teen continued to be held captive because she
refused to renounce her Christian faith and convert to Islam (see this report).

Leah, who turns 19 years of age on May 14th, has reportedly been married
off to one of her abductors and is rumoured to have two children. However,
any such reports have come from others who escaped from Boko Haram



captivity, and thus there is little certainty. During an interview in January of this year, Nigeria's Chief of Army Staff said that "concrete
strategies are being put in place to secure the release not only of Leah Sharibu but also of all hostages held by the terrorists."
However, any promises of government action have been limited.

This past Christmas, Leah's family admitted that they were tired of making calls to the government, for it seems as if their pleas for
intervention have been falling on deaf ears. Instead, they've determined to remain silent and seek the continued prayers of concerned
Christians around the world. In response to the family's wishes, The Voice of the Martyrs Canada joins in their ongoing call for prayer
on behalf of Leah and the other abducted victims who need to be rescued from terrorist captivity.

Please continue to remember Leah in your prayers. If, in fact, she does have children, may she be a testimony of God's
faithfulness and grace in their young lives, leading each one of them to a saving knowledge of Jesus. May the light of Christ
shine brightly through Leah, dispelling the spiritual darkness around her, so that His truth and love will reach others whom
she encounters while confined. Pray that the Nigerian government will take necessary action to ensure the freedom of all
the victims remaining in captivity. In the meantime, may God's peace rest on each one of these victims, and their concerned
family members, as they cling to the hope of being joyfully reunited with loved ones.
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CHINA: Pastor Hao Zhiwei Sentenced to Eight Years
Sources: ChinaAid, Church in Chains

In July 2019, Pastor Hao Zhiwei was arrested for allegedly swindling
money by collecting church offerings. Two other Christian women were
also arrested at that time. The authorities alleged that the house church,
located in China's Hubei province, was illegal. Therefore, any money
collected to support it was considered to have been done unlawfully
(read more).

Pastor Hao's husband passed away of cancer in 2018, leaving her to
raise their two boys. The eldest, Paul, has been attending college; but
the younger son, Moses, has been suffering from depression since his
mother's imprisonment. Moses dropped out of school and regularly locks
himself in his room, unwilling to communicate with others. He presently
eats just one meal a day, which has been provided by church members.
Although Moses recently agreed to return to school, his psychological
needs remain a major concern for his mother and elder brother.

On February 11th, Pastor Hao received notice that she had been sentenced to eight years for the alleged fraud. After learning of the
verdict, her son Paul said, "Whatever the result, I believe God is using this to temper our hearts." He has not yet told his younger
brother about the sentence in order to help him focus on staying in school.

In a recent letter to Paul, Pastor Hao testified that God has given her "amazing peace" and that she is able to sleep well in prison.
She encourages both of her children to spend more time reading and memorizing the Bible and, in particular, studying Romans 8,
Isaiah 26-66 and Lamentations 2-3. The imprisoned mother added in her message that she will be checking their "homework" when
she returns home.

Praise God for His ongoing presence with Pastor Hao. May her two sons, Paul and Moses, continue to receive
encouragement through the love and comfort of a supportive community of caring friends and extended family. Ask the
Lord to not only heal them from the loss of their father who passed away in recent years, but to also provide them added
emotional and mental strength during this painful time of separation from their mother. Furthermore, pray for the appeal
process that's presently taking place regarding Pastor Hao's legal case. May all the charges against her be overturned,
ultimately granting her the freedom to return to her family and ministry.
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