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REACHING THE SCATTERED
NORTH KOREA: 
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L ee Chul-ho encountered Jesus 
Christ in 1998 after defecting from 
North Korea. Desperate to escape 

the famine that had ravaged his country 
for four years, he crossed the Tumen River 
into China, where he met a South Korean 
missionary who helped him and shared the 
Gospel with him. Upon hearing the Good 
News, Chul-ho placed his faith in Christ.

While recovering from malnutrition, 
Chul-ho consumed God’s Word, reading 
the Bible several times the first year. For 
the next three years, he taught other 
North Korean defectors about Christ 
and gradually broadened his ministry 
to include helping North Koreans at the 
border as they crossed into China. He also 
got married during that time.

Then, one summer day in 2001, Chinese 
police arrested Chul-ho and his wife, 
who was seven months pregnant, as 
they waited for a group of North Koreans 
to cross into China’s autonomous Inner 
Mongolia region. “For the sake of my 
wife’s survival, I had to tell the police that 
she was not my wife,” Chul-ho said. “I told 
them that I did not know her.”

Despite his attempt to protect his wife, 
both were detained for several days before 
being transported to Sinuiju, North Korea. 
When Chul-ho entered the North Korean 
prison, he lost everything. “In Sinuiju, my 
wife was forced to have an abortion,” he 

said. 
He never saw his wife again. 

Prison Ministry 
Chul-ho was released from the North 
Korean prison in the fall of that same 
year. And three months later, he crossed 
the Tumen River for a second time to 
resume his ministry work among North 
Korean defectors in China. Even though 
the work had already cost him his wife, he 
recognized that the need was too great 
to stop.

In the spring of 2002, Chul-ho was 
again detained by Chinese border police 
while ministering to defectors along the 
border. This time he was charged with 
“systematically organizing a group and 
illegally helping them cross the river.” 
Chinese authorities quickly convicted 
Chul-ho and sentenced him to 10 years     
in prison.

His life behind bars was intolerable.  
The three-story prison held 2,000 inmates, 
packing 40 prisoners into each small 
cell. It was too hot to sleep during the 
summer and nearly too cold to breathe in 
the winter. Guards monitored Chul-ho 24 
hours a day.

“I was classified as a dangerous prisoner 
because I was a Christian who would be 
sent back to North Korea after there,” he 
said. “Basically, they saw me as a person 

without any hope of living. They thought 
that I was going to commit suicide.”

Early in his imprisonment, Chul-ho 
began receiving letters every two months 
from Christians in the United States 
and other countries. The letters, sent 
by readers of The Voice of the Martyrs’ 
monthly magazine, provided essential 
encouragement and a sense of fellowship 
with the global church throughout his 10-
year sentence.

The encouragement he received from 
caring Christians helped sustain him as 
he endured repeated interrogations and 
beatings. On one occasion, guards forced 
him to stand against a wall from 3am. to 
9am, and if he moved, they kicked him 
or slammed his head against the wall. 
Through it all, Chul-ho clung to Christ. 

“After investigating me in this way, one 
police officer told me that I had not sinned,” 
he said. “This officer came to realize that 
I did a righteous thing and should be 
recorded in history because I suffered for 
my people.”

The officer promised that if he was ever 
promoted, he would save Chul-ho. 

As the months and years passed, Chul-ho 
said he entered a deep depression and 
had no idea how he could continue living 
behind bars. Soon, however, God pulled 
him out of the darkness and gave him a 
new purpose.

The Prisoner
Who Set 

OthersFree   North Korean defectors re-enact their 
escape. Many North Koreans come to 
faith in Christ after hearing the Gospel 
in China, and Chul-ho helped disciple 
such defectors.
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“I believed that it was God who started 
this work and that He would take me 
somewhere,” he said. “If I ever made it 
out of there, I hoped that the 10 years of 
imprisonment would not have been in 
vain.”

That’s when Chul-ho decided to make 
the most of his time in prison. After doing 
manual labour from 6:30am to 9pm every 
day, he spent a few hours each night 
reading the Bible and studying Chinese. 

As he continued his studies, he also built 
relationships with other prisoners and 
soon became known as the “North Korean 
pastor.” And gradually, other North Korean 
defectors who had become Christians 
approached him secretly. “They showed 
me their cross necklaces,” he said.

Although the Believers weren’t allowed 
to hold formal worship services in prison, 
Chul-ho often read from the Bible and 
other Christian books he had at the time 
of his arrest. “I preached, taught and 
evangelized people in the prison,” he 
said. “I was even distributing Bibles and 
Christian books to those who showed 
interest in the faith.” 

Hope in the Darkness
Of the prison’s 2,000 inmates, Chul-ho 
said 200 were from North Korea. And like 
him, most had defected to China simply to 
survive the famine.

One young North Korean with whom 
Chul-ho shared the Gospel made a 
heartbreaking confession: He had sold his 
own mother to human traffickers in China 
in order to help the rest of his family. Still 
grieving over his unthinkable deed, the 
man turned to Jesus. Chul-ho said he is 
one of many North Koreans who came to 
know Christ in the Chinese prison. 

“One could assume that all the North 

Korean prisoners I met in prison were all 
sent to North Korea,” he added. “They 
may have died there, but I am sure that 
some of them went on to be North Korean 
underground Christians.”

On a Sunday afternoon in 2011, one day 
before he was to be released from prison, 
authorities took Chul-ho to another 
building for interrogation. They then gave 
him new clothes, put him in a car and 
drove him to a city on the North Korean 
border. “They had brought me there to 
send me back to North Korea,” Chul-ho 
explained. 

On that day, however, North Korea’s 
border office was closed because the 
government had just announced the 
death of its leader, Kim Jong-il. An 
officer then took Chul-ho to China’s 
foreign affairs department of Chinese 
Public Security, where the chief of staff 
happened to be the officer who several 
years earlier had told Chul-ho that he 
would save him if ever promoted.  

“He really did save me,” Chul-ho said.    
“I stayed there for three months. After the 
first intense interrogation, I was treated 
nicely. They began treating me in a good 
way. The officer kept his word.”

In early 2012, Chul-ho was released as a 
“person of unknown nationality.” Since he 
had other relatives in South Korea, he was 
able to obtain a passport from the South 
Korean embassy and was then flown to 
Incheon, South Korea. 

Aboard the plane, Chul-ho looked out 
the window and watched China’s Yanji 
airport disappear into the distance. “I felt 
like God was saying to me, ‘I am doing my 
work,’” he said. Though hopeful about his 
future, Chul-ho said the flight to South 
Korea was both joyous and unsettling.

“I was quite emotionally unstable when 

“I preached, taught and 
evangelized people in 
the prison. I was even 
distributing Bibles and 

Christian books to those 
who showed interest in 

the faith.”

I was released,” he said. “But walking on 
the ground outside of the prison with my 
own two feet gave me such an ecstatic 
feeling. There is no human word that can 
describe that feeling. Until the moment 
I landed at the Incheon airport, I felt like 
someone was chasing after me.”

Looking back on his time in prison, 
Chul-ho can see how God was working 
through him. “In the beginning, I was not 
able to understand why God had put me 
there, because doing Christian work to 
save my people was not my own will but 
God who gave me the heart for it,” he said. 
“So in the beginning I had hatred towards 
God, and lots of struggles with God. One 
day in the prison, I was even considering 
committing suicide. But now I can say that 
it was God who held my hands.”

A New Mission Field
After arriving in South Korea, Chul-ho met 
VOM workers who helped him adjust to 
life there.

North Korean defectors often struggle 
with the freedom they experience in 
South Korea. After years of hoarding what 
little they have, they find themselves 
squandering everything they’re given 
or are able to earn. And in place of 
the steady stream of government 
propaganda, they are inundated with pop 
culture and its supporting media, such as 
TV, radio, magazines and websites. They 
also have to learn to trust people after 
living in an environment of suspicion and 
the fear of being spied on by neighbours 
and family members.

Another common issue is the need to 
correct bad behavioural habits. Chul-
ho said many in North Korea are forced 
to engage in unethical activities just 
to survive, and some continue those 
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soldiers 



China

Thailand

North Korea

South Korea

Mongolia

Laos

Cambodia

Russia

www.persecutionsa.org

lifestyles after defecting to South Korea 
and China. They will often do anything 
to earn money and survive in their new 
environment. 

After receiving help from VOM, Chul-
ho decided to shift his ministry focus 
to North Koreans who initially defect to 
Laos, a common path for many hoping to 
eventually reach South Korea. His goal is 
to introduce them to Christ before they 
settle in South Korea.

For years, Chul-ho has shown North 
Koreans in Laos the love of Christ by 
providing care packages and discipling 
many of them in the faith. Nearly every 
month, he travels to Laos to meet small 
groups of defectors, typically five to seven 
people at a time.

“Discipling them in Laos is the last place 
for them to encounter God’s Word, which 
pierces their twisted conscience, before 
coming to South Korea,” he said. “I am 
trying to share the Gospel with them in 
this specific way, where they can deeply 
think about the Gospel for the first time in 
their life.”

He said the care packages, which 
include personal care items, medicine, 
clothes and an audio Bible, are a crucial 
part of his front-line ministry. “For North 
Koreans, the Gospel is shared and

Two common routes have 
been used by North Koreans 

defecting to South Korea. 
Chul-ho is committed to 
sharing the Gospel with 

defectors before they reach 
their destination.
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manifested through people’s acts of 
service,” he said. “When I defected to 
China a long time ago, I saw a church. 
The church always had its light on, but 
I did not even think about going inside. 
However, there was one missionary who 
gave me many clothes. Even though the 
clothes were used clothes, through his 
love, which manifested God’s love, I was 
drawn to the Lord. For North Koreans, the 
Gospel must come along with meeting 
their material needs.”

Chul-ho said those who hear the Gospel 
and receive discipleship in Laos are more 
likely to attend church and live a godly life 
in the large, bustling cities of South Korea. 
And those who aren’t reached in Laos, he 
said, continue worshiping idols, trading 

Kim Jong Un for the idol of money. 
“Both groups need a moment in their 

life to deeply consider faith before coming 
to South Korea,” he said. “Once they come 
to South Korea, the social structures and 
the worldly atmosphere drive and demand 
them to depart from God.”

Despite the trauma Chul-ho has 
experienced and the pain he re-lives when 
he hears of other North Koreans who have 
suffered for their faith, he said he’s learning 
to let God carry him in his work.

“In my dreams, I sometimes see myself 
in prison or see the faces of those who 
were martyred,” he said. “But I began 
to realize that the trauma also has the 
power to boost this ministry so that I can 
be thankful for this work. I am no longer 
imprisoned, but free. Even though the 
ministry is painful and demanding, I have 
full confidence in the Lord, who does this 
work. If I have learned one thing from my 
imprisonment, I learned that it is not my 
will but God’s will which will be done.”

Chul-ho said he hopes Christians 
around the world will continue to pray for 
North Korea and support other Front-Line 
Workers who minister to those who have 
fled the oppressive regime. 

“On the news, people speak all kinds 
of political talk about North Korea,” he 
said. “But I believe that raising up a North 
Korean and helping that person become a 
disciple of Jesus is the only alternative for 
North Korea.” 

Chul-ho prepares 
care packages to 
share with North 
Korean defectors 

in Laos. 
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MOZAMBIQUE: Thousands Displaced
Islamic insurgents seeking to establish a caliphate in eastern 
Africa have rendered life in Mozambique’s northern coastal 
regions extremely difficult for Christians. While Islamists have 
been active in the Cabo Delgado region since 2017, attacks in 
2020 have displaced more than 300,000 people. The displaced 
have taken shelter with family members who live in safer 
areas or in refugee camps, where conditions are crowded and 
food and basic necessities are in short supply. 

The Islamist insurgency has affected many, and the situation 
for Christians is especially dire. Christian workers in the area say 
Islamists have burned churches and beheaded Christians as 

well as destroyed schools, clinics and police stations. “VOM has 
helped provide displaced Christians with emergency food relief 
and audio Bibles in their native languages,” a VOM worker said. 
“The audio Bibles not only serve to encourage these Believers in 
their faith but also equip them to share the Gospel with Muslims 
who have been displaced.”

MYANMAR: Lingering Effects  
of Imprisonment 
A Christian leader in Shan state, Myanmar, continues to suffer 
the effects of a long imprisonment after being targeted by 
communist separatists. In 2018, the United Wa State Army 
(UWSA) arrested at least 120 pastors, including Aikhun Plot, 
and many other Christians in the region. For most of his 
imprisonment, Aikhun was restrained by a steel shackle and 
chain on one ankle, causing excruciating pain and bone 
damage. He also contracted a skin disease while in prison.

Although his skin condition has improved with treatment since 
his release, Aikhun still has severe pain in his leg. The pastor was 
recently named principal of a Bible college and is eager to take 
on his new responsibilities. “Pray for God’s wisdom and guidance 
for him and his family so he would be able to preside and lead 
the college effectively for the glory of God and His kingdom 
expansion,” a VOM worker in Myanmar said. 

Another pastor, Ai Khun Mhawm, is also struggling with 
chronic pain after an eight-month imprisonment under the 
UWSA. Like Aikhun Plot, Ai Khun Mhawm was restrained by a 
heavy chain around his leg and has been receiving treatment 
since his release. His wife’s health is also poor. 

The Wa self-administered division, within north-
eastern Myanmar’s Shan state, is not subject to Myanmar’s 
central government, and the ruling United Wa State Party 
(communist) is heavily influenced by the Chinese Communist 
Party. In 2018, the UWSA launched a religious-cleansing 
campaign throughout the region, banning churches and 
religious instruction. And today, “worship, public prayer, 
singing Gospel songs and sharing the Gospel are strictly 
prohibited in the Wa region,” a VOM worker said. 

Another pastor affected by the 2018 religious cleansing, Ciat 
San, was sitting in prison when his church building and home 

FROM THE FIELD

Members of this church were expelled from their villages for worshiping 
Jesus. 

Thousands fled from advancing Islamist insurgents, who specifically 
targeted Christians and left destroyed villages in their wake.

were demolished by a UWSA bulldozer. His home has since 
been replaced, but not the church. Ciat San is still closely 
watched by authorities, so when he visits church members in 
their homes, he prays and “sings” hymns with them silently. 
“Everything in silence,” the VOM worker said. 

Listen to VOM Radio host Todd Nettleton talk  
with Will Hart about the situation in Mozambique at 
VOMRadio.net/Mozambique.

Africa
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March/April 2021Prayer Diary
MARCH
14 BANGLADESH Pray for the strength and comfort of those suffering mental and emotional persecution.
15 UNITED ARAB EMIRATES Pray for Miriam who lost her family because of her faith.
16 OMAN Pray that the truth of God’s Word will overcome the falsehoods of Islam.
17 ETHIOPIA Pray for increased outreach efforts to Muslim communities by local churches.
18 KENYA Pray for those affected by Islamist attacks.
19 NEPAL Pray that laws designed to restrict churches will not be approved.
20 MALI Pray for unity among Believers and a spiritual awakening that reflects the love of Christ.
21 IRAN Pray for Christian students who are kicked out of their university.
22 LIBYA Pray that many will be reached through broadcast and internet evangelism.
23 DJIBOUTI Pray that Somali and Eritrean refugees will have the opportunity to hear the Gospel in Djibouti.
24 NORTH KOREA Pray for North Korean women who are trafficked into north-eastern China.
25 YEMEN Pray for families that have lost loved ones because of their faith in Jesus Christ.
26 MEXICO Pray that every Believer among the Tzotzil people will receive his or her own copy of God’s Word.
27 TANZANIA Pray that Christian converts from Islam will be bold in sharing their faith.
28 LEBANON Pray for Bachir who is persecuted by those to whom he preaches in the remote mountains.
29 COMOROS Pray that more bold evangelists among the Malagasy people will reach out to Comorians.
30 LAOS Pray that doors will open to the shipment of Bibles and Christian materials in the Hmong language.
31 SRI LANKA Pray that more Sri Lankan workers will choose to work in Muslim regions.

APRIL
1 BAHRAIN Pray that students receiving strict Muslim educations will find Jesus instead.
2 PHILIPPINES Pray for those suffering injury, grief or loss due to violent attacks.
3 ETHIOPIA Pray for Believers who have lost homes and property because of persecution.
4 TURKEY Pray that the government will uphold the constitutional freedoms of Turkish churches.
5 TAJIKISTAN Pray for Afghan refugees in Tajikistan and for evangelism efforts among them.
6 CHINA Pray for a church that underwent a recent police interrogation.
7 NIGERIA Pray for Believers living in overcrowded camps after being driven from their homes.
8 IRAQ Pray for the safety and encouragement of workers who smuggle Bibles into neighbouring countries.
9 ERITREA Pray for the financial, physical and spiritual needs of Eritrean prisoners’ families.
10 COMOROS Pray that Christian workers will remain encouraged by the Gospel of Christ as they minister.
11 BRUNEI Pray that more Brunei Muslims will think critically about what they believe.
12 TANZANIA Pray that Christian families living in predominantly Muslim areas will maintain a courageous witness.
13 UGANDA Pray that new Believers learning job skills will be able to support themselves.
14 AZERBAIJAN Pray that the Gospel will spread throughout the country.
15 LEBANON Pray for areas outside of Beirut, such as Tyre, Sidon and Tripoli, where there is little Christian presence.
16 VIETNAM Pray that new Believers will stand strong as they face family rejection, eviction and beatings.
17 ISRAEL Pray for new Believers who come from an Orthodox Jewish background.
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