IRAQ REPORT APRIL, 2007

Editors Note: This report was filed by Bob Armstrong who is the Legislative Director for the Religious Freedom Coalition. In April of 2007 he traveled on behalf of the Religious Freedom Coalition to Sudan and Iraq. In the Sudan he met with numerous Christian officials as well as with President Omar Al-Bashir. His report on the Sudan will be filed separately from this report. (Press contact information at bottom)
TUESDAY, APRIL 10, 2007
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Upon our arrival we were met by General Georges Sada, ex-General of the Iraqi Air Force, who is now a Christian.  He would be personally escorting our group, made up of several pastors and friends from the USA.  The leader of this group was my friend, Dr. Terry Law, former leader of the musical group Living Sound and now the head of World Compassion  www.worldcompassion.tv.  We arrived on a Royal Jordanian flight; however, the plane was painted white, with absolutely no markings or tail number at all.  

My luggage, as well as that of eight others, did not arrive.  I think the plane was overweight, so some bags were left behind.  The trip from the airport was eye-opening, as the sights were not the ones I had seen on television.  There was building, building, building going on all over the place.  We got to our hotels around 6-7 pm.  My hotel was the Hawler Plaza, in Erbil, Kurdistan which is located in northern Iraq.

The Kurds represent about one-third of the Iraqi people. They are an ancient ethnic group living mostly in adjacent areas of Turkey, Iraq, Iran and Syria. The majority are officially Muslim.  Most of the country’s oil is here in the Kurdish north; that is why there is a semblance of freedom and prosperity, somewhat.  The anti-Saddam feeling was most-spirited among the Kurds, because he killed so many.  In this part of Iraq, they love Americans.  They even let us pass through without visas (since we would be staying for less than ten days).

Even in this area of Iraq, though, the threat of danger is very real.

WEDNESDAY, APRIL 11, 2007

I became better acquainted with the area by visiting various new Christians.  We received a two-hour briefing with General Georges Sada.  Although he could live anywhere, he still has one of his main homes in Baghdad.  He believes that Americans were 100 percent right about coming here.  He has written a best-selling, sensational book, called SADDAM’S SECRETS. Sada’s son-in-law handled our plane tickets and works for the Bible Society in Iraq.
At night, we ministered at a Kurdsman Church of Christ in the area.  The church has no affiliation with the United Churches of Christ denomination in the United States.  After the service, we went to a private area where we met and heard heart-wrenching stories of these new Christians and the torture they have gone through, some even this year.  They said that a few have been killed for leaving Islam.  Many are still being hunted down.  Many are asked to change their names.  On and on, the stories continued.  
THURSDAY, April 12, 2007
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This was the first day of the main Conference where 700-plus Kurdish Christians came to praise God and be encouraged.  Because of the Islamic threat, several armed guards checked us as we went into the Conference Center.  This was one of the largest gatherings of Christians in the history of Iraq.  One of the speakers said, “If this conference was held just 35 kilometers down the road, the Muslims would come in and slaughter everyone!” 

Knowing all the problems and sacrifices that these people have made for turning to Christ, their joy and smiles made me think of how we Christians in the US so often take our freedom to worship for granted.  Of the Christians here, all have received Christ within the last three years!  Several received Christ that very day! 
The day’s meetings lasted from 9:00 a.m until 9:00 p.m. That night, after the Conference I assisted Dr. Bob Rodgers of Louisville, Kentucky, with giving two of the Christian radio station transmitters (and much equipment) to a trustworthy Kurdish pastor.  We laid hands on this young man and commissioned him as he will set this up in the next week.  Each transmitter has an approx. 40 mile range.  We left all the programming with him on discs, which included Christian music and prayers in Arabic.

FRIDAY, APRIL 13, 2007
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On this day of the Conference,  I spoke to many people and heard their stories about how they had accepted Christ, in spite of great difficulties.  I also talked with Heather Mercer,   the missions worker who was kidnapped in Afghanistan just after 9-11 and was held for four months, until our troops rescued her.  What a fantastic moment to meet this courageous lady.  She now teaches and leads mission trips in the Kurdish area of Iraq.  I remember praying for her when I watched the news years ago of her kidnapping by the Taliban.
SATURDAY, APRIL 14, 2007

Some of the team left today, but I stayed on and went with the remaining group to the mountains to deliver back packs provided by World Compassion, Inc.  We also participated in a water baptismal service for new converts.  This was a meaningful time, knowing what their sacrifices are.  We distributed hundreds of back packs with Arabic Bibles for children, salvation tracts in Arabic, and new sports tennis shoes.  Although the Kurds have their own language, they also speak and understand Arabic. 

We went in three vehicles into a little nearby village, as directed by the town leaders, to go where the neediest were.  We began unloading the back packs, and to love on the people.  Since I do not know any of the language, of course I pray for them by putting my hand on them, and smiling and greeting them in their particular way. The ultimate goal is to communicate the love of Jesus---and to set the stage for a future evangelistic endeavor, to win them to Jesus Christ.  Over 90 percent of Iraqis are Muslim, but most in this particular town were not Muslim.  

Many old-timers and not so old-timers, have prayer beads, much like some devout Catholics would have.  But these, for the most part, are Muslim prayer beads.  However, even some new Christians “use” them.  There is a great need here for discipling and teaching the Gospel.  

The trip to deliver the supplies was a success!  We made our way back to Erbil and away from areas that insurgents sometimes control.  The evidence of the country’s rich oil fields can be seen in this particular region.  Even though a poor family may have an adobe brick home made of mud, there might well be a satellite TV dish on top. 
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That evening we went to meet the Kurdish Minister of Finance and Economy, Sarkis Aghajan Mamando.  Remember, the Kurds (now the longest living people group without their own country) own the oil fields of northern Iraq.  But they are willing to share with the Shiites and Sunnis, to have peace.  Mamando is one of the most powerful men not only in Iraq, but in this area of the world.  He is a born again Christian, an Assyrian.  The Bible Society presented him with a pearl-inlaid Bible for his many Christian endeavors.  National television cameras were there to film the event.  After awhile, he told the cameras to leave, and talked very openly and privately with us about the future of Kurds, Iraq and the world.  

Of course he gave his views about the future of Iraq, and how Iran plays into the mix, with or without the US troops being there.  He wants the US to stay in Iraq.  

In December, 2007, the Kurds will vote on accepting the oil-rich Kirkuk region as being completely under their control; hence, possibly making Kurdistan a separate nation from Iraq.  

SUNDAY, APRIL 16


Sunday is not the normal “church” day in Iraq.  Friday is “church” day for both Christians and Muslims throughout the nation.  I got the chance on this day to talk more fully with General Sada and with other officials.  For one thing, I presented a list of questions from the Iraq Sustainable Democracy Project, a group of Iraqi Christians in Washington, D.C. They have concerns about allegations of mistreatment of Assyrian Christians by the top leadership among the Kurds in regard to jobs, irregularities at elections, and illegal land seizures.  

Before leaving for Amman, Jordan, we met with the Prime Minister Barzani of Kurdistan for about an hour, and  I personally prayed with him. His views on the military situation in Iraq are different from those of the American media.  He said that if the U.S. military pulls out, not only would it be disastrous for Iraq, but for the entire world.
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