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Persian-speaking Iranian Christians have no place where they can worship collectively
Dear High Commissioner Bachelet,
We are a group of Christian organisations, united in our commitment to the promotion and
protection of human rights and our desire to see human rights afforded to all, in Iran and
internationally.
We write to solicit your urgent intervention on behalf of Persian-speaking Christians in Iran,
whose enjoyment of the right to the freedoms of religion or belief (FoRB) and expression
are being violated comprehensively,1 as they currently have no place where they can gather
to worship. This group includes converts to Christianity from a Muslim background, as well
as ethnic Armenian and Assyrian Christians who wish to worship in the national language
(Persian), as many do not speak or understand any other language.
The majority of Persian-speaking churches of all denominations have been forcibly closed in
recent years, and only four small ones remain, which are kept under tight surveillance by
the authorities. These churches are also not allowed to accept visitors or take on any new
members.
The Iranian authorities do not permit converts to attend the churches of the Armenian and
Assyrian communities, whose rights are recognised under the country’s Constitution.
Moreover, these communities are themselves prohibited from holding services in Persian to
further dissuade converts from attending. This means the only option available to a Persianspeaking Christian is to worship in private homes, in what have become widely known as
“house-churches”. However, the Iranian regime views membership of a house-church as an
“action against national security”, punishable by up to five years in prison. The
establishment or directing of these house-churches - also considered a “national security”
offence - carries a penalty of up to ten years’ imprisonment.
Thus, gathering peacefully in community with others to manifest one’s religious belief, as
articulated in international human rights conventions, has been labelled a “security”-related
offence, and Christians are increasingly arrested merely for gathering together for prayer or
Bible studies.
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For a thorough report on the situation, please see the annual report on Rights Violations Against Christians in
Iran, compiled by Middle East Concern, Article 18, Open Doors, and CSW: https://meconcern.org/wpcontent/uploads/2021/02/2020-Report-FINAL.pdf.

In 2020 alone, there were at least 115 known separate instances of the authorities targeting
Christians for the peaceful exercise of their religious belief in which a total of 237 individuals
were targeted, and combined prison sentences of 147 years (1,760 months) were handed
down. 2 So far in 2021, at least 53 Christians have been arrested, and many more await
imminent court hearings. At present, at least 17 Christians targeted on account of the
peaceful practice of their religious belief are serving sentences of between two to 10 years.
Two more are in state-ordered internal exile, having already spent years in prison.
In November last year, senior UN figures including special rapporteur on freedom of religion
or belief, Ahmed Shaheed, and special rapporteur on human rights in Iran, Javaid Rehman,
wrote to Iran about the reported “persecution of members of the Christian minority in Iran,
including converts from Islam, as well as the detention of dozens of Christians, most of
whom have been convicted for exercising their right to freely observe and worship their
religion”.3 That same month, the UN’s working group on arbitrary detention concluded that
Iran was guilty of arbitrary detention in the case of Pastor Yousef Nadarkhani, a Christian
convert serving a ten-year prison sentence - later reduced to six years - for leadership of a
house-church. 4
Earlier this year changes were made to Articles 499 and 500 of Iran’s Islamic Penal Code relating respectively to membership or organisation of “anti-security groups” and
“propaganda against the state” - which provide even greater scope for the authorities to
bring charges against members of unrecognised religious-minority groups, such as Persianspeaking Christians, on spurious and ambiguous grounds. 5
Persian-speaking Christians are now wondering where they can freely gather to worship. 6
Their appeal for freedom of worship, expression, association and the right to peaceful
assembly also addresses a wider issue shared with other religious communities who are
similarly experiencing violations of FoRB and associated rights and freedoms. Consequently,
improvements in the human-rights situation for Persian-speaking Christians would also
benefit other minority religious and ethnic communities. 7
Iran is a signatory without reservation to the International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights (ICCPR), which in Article 18 provides for the right to worship and the right to adopt a
religion or belief of choice. Persian-speaking Christians are being denied enjoyment of their
very basic rights under the ICCPR. Additionally, Iran’s own Constitution, per Article 13,
considers “Zoroastrian, Jewish, and Christian Iranians,” regardless of their ethnicity, gender
and language, as “recognised religious minorities, who, within the limits of the law, are free
to perform their religious rites and ceremonies, and to act according to their own canon in
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See: https://articleeighteen.com/news/7734/
See: https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadPublicCommunicationFile?gId=25678
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See: https://www.freedom-now.org/wp-content/uploads/AUV-WGAD-Opinion-83-2020-Youcef-NadarkhaniIran.pdf
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See: https://www.article19.org/resources/iran-parliament-passes-law-to-further-choke-freedoms-andtarget-minorities/
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See: https://articleeighteen.com/news/9468/
7
Such as Baha’is, followers of Erfan-e-Halgheh (Inter-Universalism), Jews, Mandaeans, the non-religious, Sufi
Muslims such as Gonabadi Dervishes, Sunni Muslims, Yarsanis, and Zoroastrians.
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matters of personal affairs and religious education.” 8 Thus, Iran is in clear contravention of
its obligations under both international law, as well as the protections within its own
Constitution.
We would be grateful if you would kindly use your good offices to make representations
to the Iranian authorities, requesting:
1. Clarification on where Persian-speaking Christians can gather to worship freely
without risking harassment and imprisonment on excessive charges.
2. The unconditional release of Christian prisoners of conscience currently incarcerated
or exiled for peacefully practising their religious belief.
3. An end to the ongoing crackdown on house-churches, their leaders and attendees,
and to all raids, arrests, prosecutions, imprisonments, and other forms of
mistreatment against them.
We thank you for your vital work in promoting and protecting human rights in countries
around the world, and for your time and consideration of this correspondence.
With our best wishes,
LETTER SIGNATORIES
Article18
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Middle East Concern
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Release International
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Stefanus Alliance International
Prayer Pioneers
Steadfast Global
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See for example: https://publicofficialsfinancialdisclosure.worldbank.org/sites/fdl/files/assets/law-libraryfiles/Iran_Constitution_en.pdf at page 11

