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Christians in IRAN

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
During 2020, Iranian Chris,ans, along with
other religious minori,es, con,nued to
suﬀer mul,ple viola,ons of their right to
freedom of religion or belief. The Covid-19
crisis had liAle impact on the repressive
measures taken against Chris,ans and
other religious minori,es.
Chris,ans – mainly Persian-speaking
Chris,ans1, but also members of the
Armenian and Assyrian communi,es –
con,nued to be treated as criminals on
account of the peaceful prac,ce of their
faith. They were exposed to harassment,
arrest, interroga,on, and pressure to

recant or to commit to refrain from
mee,ng other Chris,ans or engaging in
Chris,an ac,vity. They faced prison
sentences of up to 10 years, compelling
many vic,ms to ﬂee the country a=er all
legal avenues had been exhausted.
Iranian Chris,ans permiAed condi,onal
release while the judicial process was s,ll
underway were subjected to high
(e.g.US$40,000–60,000) and some,mes
extraordinarily high ($220,000) bail
demands (the minimum annual salary in
Iran is under $1,500).

1 In this report the term “Persian-speaking Chris,ans” is used to denote either converts, or ethnic Chris,ans ministering to
converts, as opposed to regular members of the recognised Armenian and Assyrian minori,es in Iran.
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Besides custodial sentences, Chris,ans
were also handed down terms of exile in
remote parts of the country, prohibited
from higher educa,on, and forbidden to
work in a par,cular employment sector. A
court also ruled that a Chris,an-convert
couple was not ﬁt to have custody of their
adopted daughter.
In the ﬁrst few months of 2020, a few
Chris,ans were among those released
early from prison on account of the
Covid-19 pandemic, but many with longer
prison sentences were refused temporary
leave, despite severe overcrowding in the
prisons and mul,ple posi,ve cases of
Covid-19 as the contagion spread among
prisoners. In the summer of 2020, one
Chris,an prisoner tested posi,ve for
Covid-19 and several others displayed
symptoms but were not given tests. Some
of the Chris,an prisoners are over 50
years of age or have experienced previous
health issues, therefore placing them in
the vulnerable category.

Population:

80,946,000

Official religion:

Shia Islam

Other religions:

Sunni Islam, Christianity,
Zoroastrianism, Judaism,
Bahá'í Faith, Mandaeism,
Yarsanism, ...

Christians:

Approximately 800,000

Persian-speaking Chris,ans con,nued
to be denied access to recognised
c h u rc h b u i l d i n g s by t h e state
authori,es and there were mul,ple
reports of the status of church
property and Chris,an cemeteries
being threatened and subjected to
damage or demoli,on.
This report records the viola,ons
experienced by the Chris,an
community during 2020. Conﬁden,al
cases have been included in totals for
numbers arrested, etc.
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INTRODUCTION

FREEDOM OF RELIGION OR BELIEF
UNDER NATIONAL AND INTERNATIONAL LAW

Iran is a diverse country, home to a rich
variety of religious and ethnic groups
whose presence in the area is historically
established. However, since the 1979
revolu,on the government has been
trying to impose a homogeneous Iranian
iden,ty with an Islamic Shi’a belief
system, resul,ng in the repression of
minority groups – their culture, tradi,ons,
religious beliefs, and whatever else is
considered a threat to the Islamic
Republic and its values.
The ﬁrst ar,cle of the Iranian cons,tu,on
ins,tutes a theocracy, with Ar,cle 12
establishing the Twelver Ja‘fari school of
Shi’a Islam as the na,on’s oﬃcial religion.

Accordingly, all Iranian laws must be
derived from and be consistent with
Islamic law.
Ar,cle 13 of the cons,tu,on states:

Zoroastrian, Jewish, and Chris1an
Iranians are considered the only
recognised religious minori1es. They
may exercise their religious ceremonies
within the limits of the law. They are
free to exercise ma=ers of personal
status and religious educa1on and
follow their own rituals.
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Aside from Zoroastrianism, Judaism and
Chris,anity, no other religious minori,es
are recognised by law or aﬀorded any
rights under the Iranian cons,tu,on.
Moreover, the government views the
re c o g n i s e d C h r i s, a n m i n o r i t y a s
comprising only ethnic Assyrians and
Armenians, who are considered part of
the historical heritage of the na,on. These
minori,es are not, however, allowed to
hold services - or possess religious
materials - in Persian, nor to allow
converts to aAend.
In 2020 a comprehensive survey of
Iranians’ adtudes towards religion,
conducted by a secular Netherlands-based
research group, showed that 1.5% of
Iranians from a sample size of 50,000 selfiden,fy as Chris,ans. This research

5

supports our previous es,ma,ons that
there are around 800,000 Chris,ans in
Iran overall. Ethnic Assyrian and Armenian
Chris,ans account for approximately
130,000, the remainder being converts
from Islam. With only four remaining
Persian-speaking churches across the
country - and even these strictly
monitored to ensure no new members
join - the vast majority of converts either
gather in informal mee,ngs in private
homes, known as “house-churches”, for
prayer, worship and Bible study, or are
forced to remain isolated and
disconnected from other Chris,ans.
Iran ra,ﬁed the Interna,onal Covenant on
Civil and Poli,cal Rights (ICCPR) in 1975,
without reserva,on. Ar,cle 18 of the
ICCPR provides guarantees for the
safeguarding of religious freedom:

Christians in IRAN

ARTICLE 18 OF ICCPR

Everyone shall have the right to freedom of thought, conscience and
religion. This right shall include freedom to have or to adopt a religion
or belief of his choice, and freedom, either individually or in
community with others, and in public or private, to manifest his
religion or belief in worship, observance, prac,ce and teaching.
No-one shall be subject to coercion which would impair his freedom to
have or to adopt a religion or belief of his choice.
Freedom to manifest one's religion or beliefs may be subject only to
such limita,ons as are prescribed by law and are necessary to protect
public safety, order, health or morals or the fundamental rights and
freedoms of others.
The States Par,es to the present Covenant undertake to have respect
for the liberty of parents and, when applicable, legal guardians to
ensure the religious and moral educa,on of their children in
conformity with their own convic,ons.
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CRIMINAL PROCEDURE

FACED BY CHRISTIANS
In Iran, the promo,on of any faith besides Shi’a Islam is regarded as criminal ac,vity and
hence Chris,ans face criminal procedure if they are assumed to be promo,ng their faith
among Persians. In addi,on, Chris,an converts are liable to be treated as criminals both
on account of their conversion and by prac,sing their right under Ar,cle 18.1 of the
ICCPR to manifest their religion “in community with others”.
Iran fails to uphold the right to freedom of religion or belief for its ci,zens as enshrined
in the ICCPR. Chris,ans are typically penalised under the following provisions of the
Islamic Penal Code:

Anyone, with any ideology, who establishes or directs a group,
society, or branch, inside or outside the country, with any name or
title, that constitutes more than two individuals and aims to perturb the security
of the country, if not considered as a “mohareb”2, shall be sentenced to two to
10 years’ imprisonment.

498.

499.

Anyone who joins, as a member, any of the groups, societies, or
branches aforementioned in Article 498, shall be sentenced to
three months to five years’ imprisonment, unless it is proved that he had been
unaware of its aims.

500.

Anyone who engages in any type of propaganda against the
Islamic Republic of Iran or in support of opposition groups and
associations, shall be sentenced to three months to one year of imprisonment.

513.

Anyone who insults the sacred values of Islam or any of the Great
Prophets or [12] Shi’ite Imams or the Holy Fatima [Muhammad's
daughter], if considered as “saab ul-nabi” [blasphemy], shall be executed;
otherwise, they shall be sentenced to one to five years’ imprisonment.
2 The Islamic Penal Code deﬁnes a mohareb as: “Any person resor,ng to arms to cause terror, fear or breach public security
and freedom will be considered as a mohareb and to be 'corrupt on Earth’."
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Criminal procedure against Chris,ans tends to include some or all of the following:

MONITORING
Iranian intelligence monitors the ac,vi,es of religious minori,es, including Chris,ans.
Although ethnic Chris,ans (Armenians and Assyrians) can congregate and conduct
religious services in their own languages, even these are monitored and subject to
control from the state, while converts are prohibited from aAending.
Chris,an converts are forbidden from par,cipa,ng in recognised church services and
collec,vely therefore must express their faith in secret, in the so-called “housechurches”. Iran’s Ministry of Intelligence (MOIS) ac,vely tries to inﬁltrate these housechurches through government agents or informants.
The state also monitors the communica,on between Iranian ci,zens and interna,onal
Chris,an media broadcasts. Chris,an media organisa,ons have reported that the Iranian
government tries to inﬁltrate them and iden,fy enquirers. According to the president of
Heart4Iran Ministries, Mike Ansari, an es,mated 20% of enquiries they receive are from
intelligence agents.
Internet ac,vity is monitored by the state and in 2020 proposed amendments to ar,cles
499 and 500 of the Islamic Penal Code, frequently cited in prosecu,ons of Chris,ans,
were intended to criminalise online engagement perceived to be “deviant psychological
manipula,on” or “propaganda contrary to Islam”, whether in the “real or virtual sphere”.
Members of “sects” (as determined by the state) could then be punished with
imprisonment, ﬂogging, ﬁnes, or even the death penalty. The parliament passed the bill
in May 2020, but the Guardian Council returned the bill to parliament in July, seeking
clariﬁca,on on eight speciﬁc points. In November the parliamentary bill was returned to
the Guardian Council a=er examina,on from a special commiAee, and the Council has
demanded further changes. The inten,on of the state is clearly to increase monitoring
and repression of religious minori,es.
As another example of the intense scru,ny on all Chris,an ac,vi,es, an Iranian football
referee revealed in an interview in 2020 that he had been accused of engaging in
“Chris,an propaganda” and asked if he had converted to Chris,anity because he had
oﬃciated at the ﬁnal of an annual Iranian-Armenian football compe,,on.
8

Annual Report 2020

9
7

B

Christians in IRAN

ARREST
In 2020, 52 Iranian Chris,ans were publicly reported to have been arrested with regards
to their Chris,an iden,ty and/or ac,vity, while at least a further 63 went unreported.
Arres,ng oﬃcials are usually from the MOIS, Revolu,onary Guard Corps, or the police.
Those responsible for arrests are legally obliged to produce a warrant, but frequently fail
to do so. Some,mes Chris,ans are summoned to security oﬃces and arrested there, but
arrests are o=en made during raids on house-churches.

C

INTERROGATION
Iran’s Intelligence Minister openly admiAed in 2019 to summoning Chris,an converts for
ques,oning about why they had converted, a clear breach of Ar,cle 23 of Iran’s
cons,tu,on, which states that “no-one may be molested or taken to task simply for
holding a certain belief”. Interroga,on a=er arrest is o=en abusive, with Chris,ans o=en
being detained in solitary conﬁnement in security oﬃces maintained by the MOIS or
Revolu,onary Guard Corps. Emo,onal and psychological abuse during interroga,on are
commonly reported, while sexual harassment and physical assaults, though less
common, have also been reported. Chris,an convert Fatemeh (Mary) Mohammadi was
one of 12 female prisoners of conscience to detail the psychological abuse suﬀered
during interroga,on and solitary conﬁnement as part of a 2020 book on “white torture”
inside Iran’s prisons.
During interroga,on, there is pressure on Chris,an converts to recant or sign a
commitment to refrain from Chris,an ac,vi,es. Those who make such a commitment
are o=en unwilling to publicise it, but in 2020 several Chris,ans reported in conﬁdence
that they had been put under pressure to agree to such a restric,on on their religious
freedom.
10
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CRIMINAL CHARGES
Once Chris,ans are brought before the public prosecutor, they typically face charges
related to “na,onal security”. In 2020 the charges faced by Chris,ans included:
“propaganda against the regime”, “ac,on against na,onal security”, “spreading ‘Zionist’
Chris,anity”, "ac,ng against na,onal security by promo,ng ‘Zionist’ Chris,anity", and
“ac,ng against na,onal security through par,cipa,on in establishing evangelis,c
‘Zionist’ house-churches”.

BAIL DEMANDS
A=er being charged, Chris,ans may be released condi,onally on submission of bail. The
bail demands are o=en so high that they necessitate the submission of property deeds. If
the family is unable to meet the bail demand, it can be reduced on appeal while the
Chris,an remains in deten,on. However, bail demands have also been increased during
the judicial process.

SENTENCES
The Iranian judiciary typically applies custodial sentences of between three months and
10 years, depending on which ar,cles of the Islamic Penal Code the Chris,ans are judged
to have violated. In addi,on, other punishments such as a term of internal exile or a
work restric,on may be handed down.

APPEALS
In 2020 appeal courts reviewed the sentences handed down to several Chris,ans. In
most cases the appeal court upheld the original verdicts and sentences. Occasionally, the
appeal court reduced sentences under review. The appeal court has also, though rarely,
been known to overturn sentences against Chris,ans.
11
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TRENDS
In 2020 Chris,ans, especially converts
from Islam, con,nued to be subjected to
repression from the Iranian authori,es in
viola,on of their religious liberty, being
harassed, charged with criminal ac,vity
and sentenced for the peaceful expression
of their faith. This repression impacts
Iranian Chris,ans in mul,ple areas,
preven,ng them from living a normal life,
free from fear.
Iran was hard-hit by the COVID-19
pandemic and, in an aAempt to control
the contagion in the prison system, 85,000
prisoners were temporarily released in
March, according to judiciary spokesman
Gholamhossein Esmaili. At least seven

Chris,ans were among them and were
later informed that they were not
required to complete their sentences.
However, calls for the temporary release
of 10 more Chris,an converts serving
prison sentences of ﬁve years or more
were ignored, including four whose cases
were subject to a retrial.
Chris,ans, in common with other religious
minori,es, con,nued to be deprived of
educa,onal opportuni,es. In October,
Chris,an convert and ac,vist Mary
Mohammadi, who was expelled from
university in December 2019, commented
on how this has aﬀected her life:

Whether you’ve been denied entry to
school or university, or kicked out,
depriva1on of educa1on is like life
imprisonment or exile that has been
issued in absen1a, or the verdict of a
court case you haven’t even been
allowed to read.
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Chris,ans also faced limita,ons regarding
employment. For example, in June 2020
seven Chris,an converts in Bushehr were
handed down sentences that included
restric,ons on work.
In addi,on to the sentences they received
on charges of “propaganda against the
state”, two of the converts, Sam Khosravi
and wife Maryam Falahi, lost custody of
their daughter, Lydia, whom they had
adopted from an orphanage in February
2019 when she was just three months old.
"We have looked a=er our daughter for
nearly two years,” they said, "and even
the judge admiAed an 'intense emo,onal
,e' has been established between

us. A=er taking her away, based on their
own assessment, Lydia will face an
'uncertain future', yet they insist on
separa,ng us from one another. This will
have an immense emo,onal toll on all of
us, and most importantly on Lydia.”
Internal exile also became a notable
feature of judicial punishments handed
down to Chris,an converts in 2020,
including Sam Khosravi and his brother
Sasan. Presently two Chris,an converts
are serving terms of two years of internal
exile, while two others face exile following
the conclusion of their prison terms. If
Sam and Sasan’s appeals fail, they too will
face exile a=er prison.

The cons1tu1on, mother of all laws, in
its 19th ar1cle explicitly speaks of the
equality of all Iranian ci1zens and
na1onals, regardless of their race,
language, religion, etc., such that
belonging to a par1cular religion can
never be a source of superiority or
discrimina1on.
An extract from a leAer signed by 120 lawyers and
ac,vists, calling for the decision to be overturned.
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Corporal punishment was also
administered in 2020 to two Chris,an
converts, who were given 80 lashes each
in consequence of a sentence they
received in 2016 for drinking wine as part
of Holy Communion.
Chris,ans were also subjected to extreme
bail demands for their condi,onal release
from deten,on pending a court summons.
In one case, the bail demand for four
Chris,ans was 7 billion tomans (approx.
$220,000) each - the most ever demanded
for an Iranian Chris,an’s bail. The judge
reportedly told them: “Your ac,ons are
worthy of death! Who set this low bail
amount for you [it was 800 million tomans
previously], so you could be free to roam
about on the streets?”
15

Several Iranian Chris,ans reported that
they had eﬀec,vely been forced out of the
country through the prospect of serving
unjust and lengthy prison sentences.
Those Chris,ans compelled to ﬂee and
seek asylum in other countries face many
hardships and uncertain,es about their
future. In July, a joint report by World
Relief and Open Doors revealed that since
2015 the United States had reduced the
number of Iranian refugees accepted for
reseAlement by 97%. This reduc,on has
impacted the reseAlement procedure
overall so that many Iranian Chris,ans
who have ﬂed Iran are in limbo, usually in
Turkey, with liAle prospect of reseAlement
in the near future. Furthermore, the
condi,ons in Turkey are becoming
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increasingly challenging for asylum
seekers, whether because of the
struggling economy or limited access to
public healthcare, restricted to one year
a=er registering for interna,onal
protec,on, except in special
circumstances.
Chris,ans in Iran con,nued to face
challenges in obtaining Bibles and
Chris,an literature in 2020. Bibles and
other Chris,an literature were
consistently conﬁscated in searches by
Iranian intelligence agents.
Iranian Chris,an converts also reported
in,mida,on through being summoned to
security oﬃces for ques,oning about their
faith.
For a decade, access to oﬃcial church
buildings has been restricted to the
recognised Armenian and Assyrian
Chris,an minori,es and Persian-speaking
Chris,ans have consequently been forced
to resort to mee,ng in the so-called
“house-churches”, which are regularly
targeted by the security services. This
restric,on, and the targe,ng of housechurches, cons,tutes a viola,on of the
right to peaceful assembly and associa,on
(Ar,cle 21, ICCPR), as well as viola,ng
freedom of religion or belief.
In 2020 there were regular reports of
house-churches being raided. Security

Iranian Mehr News Agency repor,ng on the
arrest of Evangelical Chris,ans and conﬁsca,on
of what it called “evidence discovered from the
Zionist Evangelical band”. In the picture: Bible,
commentaries, hymn book, cross, USBs, phones
and tablets. Link: hAps://bit.ly/3adqEzs (accessed January 2021)

raids on house-churches took place in
ci,es of Kerman, Karaj, Tehran, Malayer,
Gonbad, Khark, Rask, and Arak, though
the majority were not publicly reported.
Cultural heritage and property associated
with Chris,an communi,es also con,nued
to be under threat of conﬁsca,on or
demoli,on.
16
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VIOLATIONS AND
INCIDENTS

CHURCH CLOSURES
AND VIOLATIONS OF PROPERTY RIGHTS

Churches which used to hold services for Persianspeaking Chris,ans remained closed to them in 2020,
including Tehran’s St. Peter’s Presbyterian Church,
Emmanuel Presbyterian Church, and Assemblies of
God Central Church, and Assemblies of God churches
in Janat-Abad, Ahvaz, and Shahinshahr, among others.
In addi,on, the Assemblies of God retreat centre in
Karaj, the Garden of Sharon, remained closed
following a conﬁsca,on order in March 2018.
Following interna,onal and na,onal condemna,on of
the aAempt to close and conﬁscate the Assyrian
Presbyterian Church in Tabriz in May 2019, the keys
were eventually returned to the church authori,es
and in 2020 the congrega,on of ethnic Armenians and
Assyrians were able to con,nue worshipping in the
church building, church building, though converts
cannot aAend.
Meanwhile, on 17 May, Manoto News broadcast
footage of smoke billowing over the walls of a
Chris,an cemetery in Eslamshahr, south of Tehran.
Fires had been reported in other sites belonging to
religious minori,es in the preceding days. On 15 May,
the anniversary of the crea,on of the State of Israel,
the tomb of Biblical ﬁgures Queen Esther and her
cousin Mordecai in Hamedan was set alight. Then, on
16 May, Iran Interna,onal posted video footage of the
a=ermath of a ﬁre inside a Hindu temple in Bandar
Abbas. The governor of Eslamshahr blamed the
cemetery ﬁre on a guard burning grass; the Hindu
18
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temple ﬁre was blamed on religious artefacts catching alight; but Esther and Mordecai’s
tomb was reported by a local journalist as deliberate arson. While there was no evidence
of any state involvement and the ,ming may have been coincidental, Iran has been
condemned for direc,ng a campaign of hate speech against religious minori,es and
thereby inci,ng aAacks and later failing to stand up against the perpetrators.
In June the daughter of Rev Hossein Soodmand, an Iranian Chris,an pastor executed for
“apostasy” in 1990, called on the Iranian authori,es to return his burial place to his
family a=er it was found to have been demolished when the family paid a visit to mark
the anniversary of his death in December 2019.
Masih (“Messiah”) Hospital, founded nearly a century ago in Kermanshah by
Presbyterian missionaries, was also threatened with demoli,on. However, in August, it
was reported that the now-defunct hospital had regained its na,onally registered status
and was therefore protected from poten,al demoli,on.
O n 1 8 S e p te m b e r , i t w a s
reported that the repurposing of
the bishop’s house in Isfahan,
once the seat of the Anglican
C h u rc h i n I ra n , h a d b e e n
completed, 41 years a=er its
conﬁsca,on in November 1979.
The Mostazafan Founda,on, an
organisa,on directly ruled by the
Supreme Leader and which
purportedly works to support the
poor, had restored the building
and reopened it as an oﬃce to
manage its many other proper,es. The completed expropria,on received public
aAen,on during Muharram, the Shia month of mourning, when a banner was erected in
front of the house, declaring it “a house of mourning for Hussein”, the murdered
19
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grandson of Muhammad, and spor,ng photographs of both former Supreme Leader
Ruhollah Khomeini and his successor, Ali Khamenei.
On 31 October, the 70-year-old Adven,st church in central Tehran was demolished,
along with the giant concrete cross on its facade. The church had been out of use for
several years and in 2015 was completely guAed, including the destruc,on of two
engravings of the Ten Commandments, which stood either side of the pulpit. The new
owner had since been seeking to redevelop the site, but the na,onal heritage
organisa,on issued an order that special permission must be sought before the symbolic
cross could be removed. The demoli,on ﬁnally went ahead a=er the local mayor’s oﬃce
granted permission.
On 1 November, it was reported that the old Armenian Chris,an cemetery in Qazvin had
been razed and converted into a park.

20
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ARRESTS AND SENTENCING
The following cases have all been publicly reported, but it should be noted that there are
many more cases that go unreported, either because no-one raises awareness – arres1ng
authori1es frequently issue threats to prevent publicity - or because those involved have
requested conﬁden1ality.
On 11 January, 65-year-old Chris,an convert Ismaeil Maghrebinejad was sentenced to
three years in prison for “insul,ng Islamic sacred beliefs in the cyberspace”, because he
had reacted with a smiley-face emoji to a message sent to his phone, which poked fun at
the ruling Iranian clerics. A=er another court hearing on 27 February, Ismaeil was
sentenced to an addi,onal two years in prison for “membership of a group hos,le to the
regime” - Ismaeil is an Anglican Church member. A=er a retrial on 9 May, Ismaeil was
reconvicted of the charge and sentenced to an extra year in prison for “propaganda
against the state”. The ﬁrst of these three sentences was overturned on appeal on 5 July.
But on 16 July, Ismaeil was informed his appeals against the other two sentences had
failed.
On 12 January, Chris,an convert Mary Mohammadi was arrested as she took part in
protests following Iran’s admission of guilt in the downing of a Ukrainian passenger
plane. Mary was held incommunicado for a month, and concerns grew for her safety
un,l she was eventually discovered to be in the notorious Qarchak women’s prison south
of Tehran. Mary later revealed she was beaten, twice strip-searched, denied food, and
forced to sit outside in the cold for
hours. She was released on bail on 26
February, then on 21 April given a
suspended sentenced of three months
and one day in prison, plus 10 lashes.
During the court hearing, the judge
ques,oned her about her religious
views, even though the charges were
unrelated to her faith.

21
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These Chris,an converts from Bushehr were given sentences ranging from prison and exile to work restric,ons and ﬁnes.

On 24 February, the long-drawn-out appeal hearings of ﬁve Chris,ans, including IranianAssyrian pastor Victor Bet-Tamraz and his wife Shamiram Issavi, were postponed again
because the summons for one of the three Chris,an converts charged alongside them
had not been sent. Since the sentencing of Pastor Victor and the three converts - Hadi
Asgari, Kavian Fallah-Mohammadi, and Amin Afshar-Naderi - in July 2017 and of
Shamiram in January 2018, mul,ple hearings had been scheduled only to be postponed,
with a wide range of excuses. Another hearing was postponed on 1 June, this ,me
without excuse. Finally, on 19 July, Victor received a telephone call from his lawyer,
informing him that his appeal had been rejected and that no further hearing would take
place. Then, on 11 August, Shamiram was summoned to Evin Prison to begin her
sentence, and told she had un,l 16 August to turn herself in. Victor and Shamiram ﬂed
the country the night before, and the other three converts are also now outside Iran.
They too have been told their appeals failed.
A=er a hearing on 25 February, nine Chris,an converts from the northern city of Rasht Abdolreza Ali Haghnejad, Shahrooz Eslamdoust, Behnam Akhlaghi, Babak Hosseinzadeh,
Mehdi Kha,bi, Khalil Dehghanpour, Hossein Kadivar, Kamal Naamanian and Mohammad
Vafadar - were told their appeals had failed against ﬁve-year sentences issued to them in
October 2019 for “ac,ng against na,onal security” by being members of a house-church.
None of the men, nor their lawyers, were permiAed to aAend the hearing.
22
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On 11 March, Chris,an convert Ebrahim
Firouzi’s two-year sentence of internal
exile was extended by 11 months because
he had not received permission before
travelling home to sort out some family
aﬀairs related to the death of his mother
during his six years in prison. He had not
been able to aAend to these maAers
during a two-week period between
leaving prison and journeying into exile
1,000 miles from home. Ebrahim called
the decision to extend his exile the latest
“miscarriage of jus,ce” in his case. On 27
September, Ebrahim was summoned to
face fresh charges of “insul,ng the
sacred” and “propaganda against the state
through promo,ng the Chris,an faith”,
but the local prosecutor dismissed the
charges, brought by intelligence agents,
a=er listening to Ebrahim for just 10
minutes.
On 14 May, four Chris,an converts from
Rasht - Hadi (Moslem) Rahimi, Sakine
(Mehri) Behja,, Ramin Hassanpour and
his wife Saeede (Kathrin) Sajadpour - were
detained following their court hearing,
having been unable to aﬀord the bail set
for them. They were released a week later
on reduced bail equa,ng to around
$13,000 each. On 1 August, Ramin was
given a ﬁve-year sentence, Moslem four
years, and Mehri and Kathrin two years for
“ac,ng against na,onal security” by
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belonging to a house-church and
“spreading ‘Zionist’ Chris,anity”.

Ramin Hassanpour and his wife Kathrin Sajadpour,
sentenced to 5 and 4 years in prison respec,vely.

On 16 June, Chris,an converts Mehdi
Akbari, Fatemeh Shariﬁ, Mehdi
Roohparvar and Simin Soheilinia were
charged with “ac,ng against na,onal
security ” and “forming an illegal
evangelical Chris,an group”, under Ar,cle
498 of the Islamic Penal Code, at Branch
28 of the Revolu,onary Court in Tehran.
They were also reportedly accused of
“widespread associa,on with missionary
groups, as well as evangelical Chris,an
groups outside the country – in Russia,
Georgia, Turkey, and Armenia”. Judge
Mohammad Moghiseh reportedly spoke
“obscenely” to them and would not listen
to their defence, only ci,ng the report of
the intelligence agent. The women were
then released on drama,cally increased
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bail of 7 billion tomans ($220,000), but
the men remained detained, and their
sentences were communicated to them in
prison on 17 October: Mehdi A, Simin and
Fatemeh were sentenced to 10 years in
prison, and Mehdi R to ﬁve years.
On 21 June, seven Chris,an converts in
the south-western city of Bushehr were
given sentences ranging from prison and
exile to work restric,ons and ﬁnes. Habib
Heydari and brothers Sam and Sasan
Khosravi were given one-year prison
sentences, and Pooriya Peyma 91 days.
Sam and Sasan were also sentenced to
two years’ internal exile, including a ban
on working in their specialist profession:
the hospitality sector. Fatemeh Talebi and
sisters Maryam and Marjan Falahi were
ﬁned the equivalent of between $200$400. Maryam, a nurse, was also given a
life,me ban on working for any na,onal
ins,tu,on, including the hospital she had
worked at for 20 years.
On 22 June, it was reported that three
Chris,an converts serving 10-year
sentences in Evin Prison had had their
sentences reduced at a retrial. Yousef
Nadarkhani and Zaman (Saheb) Fadaie’s
sentences were reduced to six years, and
Mohammad Reza (Youhan) Omidi’s to two
years. However, fellow Chris,an prisoner
Nasser Navard Gol-Tapeh was told a retrial

in his case would not take place. On 3
November Nasser received wriAen
conﬁrma,on that a third appeal for a
retrial had been rejected.
On 30 June and 1 July, it was reported
that at least 12 Chris,ans had been
arrested by intelligence agents belonging
to Iran’s Revolu,onary Guard Corps in a
coordinated opera,on across three ci,es:
Tehran, Karaj, and Malayer. In the
following weeks, the number of Chris,ans
conﬁrmed either to have been arrested or
interrogated grew to 35, with at least 17
arrested. Most were released a=er a few
days, either without charge or on bail
a=er being charged with “ac,ng against
na,onal security by promo,ng ‘Zionist’
Chris,anity”. But Iranian-Armenian pastor
Joseph Shahbazian, 56, and four Chris,an
converts - Farhad Khazaee, Salar Eshraghi

Joseph Shahbazian, arrested in June 2020
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Moghadam, Mina Khajavi, and Malihe
Nazari - were held for longer. Farhad, Salar
and Mina were released a few weeks later
on bail equivalent to between $40,000$60,000. But the families of Malihe and
Joseph were told they must pay the
equivalent of $150,000 for bail. Joseph,
whose family were only able to see him
Mother and daughter Masoumeh and Sonya Ghasemi
a=er seven weeks’ deten,on and whose
were among those arrested in the raids.
place of deten,on remained unknown even
then, was ﬁnally released on 22 August on slightly reduced bail equa,ng to around
$100,000. And Malihe was released on 5 September, also on reduced bail.
On 19 July, a judge ruled that Sam Khosravi and Maryam Falahi were “not ﬁt” to be the
parents of their adopted daughter, Lydia, because they are Chris,an converts, and Lydia
is considered Muslim. On 22 September, an appeals court upheld the verdict.
On 25 July, Chris,an convert Aziz (Andreas) Majidzadeh and another unnamed convert
were sentenced to four and six years in prison, respec,vely, for “ac,ng against na,onal
security” through organisa,on and membership of house-churches. They were also
sentenced to three months’ community service in an old people’s home, a two-year
travel ban, and a two-year ban on membership of any poli,cal or social group - all of
which would come into force at the conclusion of their prison terms. However, on 9
November, an appeal court surprisingly overturned the verdict, ci,ng their statements
during interroga,on that they had never acted against na,onal security and had only
met with other Chris,ans to worship and pray. This ruling was in stark contrast to
numerous other verdicts - including the ini,al one in this case - highligh,ng the arbitrary
and subjec,ve nature of Iran’s revolu,onary courts.
On 11 November, coordinated 9am raids by intelligence agents targeted 12 homes of
Chris,ans in Fardis, west of Tehran. None of the Chris,ans, who have not yet been
named, were arrested, but many of their personal belongings were conﬁscated –
including phones, laptops, Bibles, Chris,an literature and anything else to do with
Chris,anity – and they can all expect to be summoned for interroga,on.
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IMPRISONED CHRISTIANS
According to public sources, at least 15 Iranian Chris1ans were s1ll in prison at the end of
2020 (and at least four other Chris1ans are in prison but their cases have not been
reported) on charges related to their Chris1an faith, having either started sentences in
2020 or con1nued to serve sentences issued in previous years. Of those presently
detained, 13 are from Rasht, but are imprisoned in Tehran, making family visits more
diﬃcult - despite the law manda1ng that prisoners should be detained as near to home
as possible. A handful of Chris1ans returned home aUer comple1ng jail sentences in
2020, while many others are on temporary release from bail and/or in the process of
appealing sentences. There are also two Chris1ans now serving exile sentences, while
another remains in prison on a disputed criminal charge.

On 7 January, Ramiel Bet-Tamraz, son of Pastor Victor, began his fourmonth sentence for “ac,ons against na,onal security”, related to his
membership of the house-church led by his parents. Ramiel was
released on 26 February, as one of thousands of prisoners on shortterm sentences released at the beginning of the coronavirus pandemic.
In January, Chris,an convert Majidreza Souzanchi was moved from Evin
Prison to Greater Tehran Prison, upon the comple,on of his two-year
sentence for membership of a house-church. He is now serving a
separate two-year sentence for the=, a charge he has repeatedly
denied. He was also sentenced to 74 lashes.
On 2 February Chris,an convert Asghar Salehi was
released a=er serving two months of his six-month
sentence. On 8 February fellow converts Mohammad
Reza Rezaei and a third named only as “A.T.” were also
released early, on the proviso they partake in no
further Chris,an ac,vity. They had been given the
sentences in September 2019 for “propaganda against the system through promo,ng
‘Zionist’ Chris,anity”.
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On 2 March, Chris,an converts
Rokhsareh (Mahrokh) Ghanbari, 62,
and Amin Khaki were given 36 days’
leave from prison due to the
coronavirus outbreak. When
Mahrokh returned to prison on 2
April, she was told she did not have to complete the remaining four months of her oneyear sentence. On 6 April Amin was also told he wouldn’t need to serve the remaining
six months of his 14-month sentence. On 15 March, Chris,an convert Fatemeh (Aylar)
Bakhtari was also given a furlough from prison. Her leave was later extended and then,
on Easter Day, 12 April, when Aylar called the prison for an update, she was told she did
not need to serve the remaining ﬁve months of her one-year sentence.
On 1 June, Chris,an converts Khalil
D e h g h a n p o u r, H o s s e i n
Kadivar, Kamal Naamanian and
Mohammad Vafadar began serving
their ﬁve-year sentences. They
went to prison a day ahead of their
summons deadline to request
addi,onal ,me with their families
but were instead detained and told
their sentences would begin
immediately. Fellow converts
Abdolreza Ali Haghnejad, Shahrooz
Eslamdoust, Behnam Akhlaghi,
Babak Hosseinzadeh and Mehdi
Kha,bi have been detained since
July 2019, when they were unable
to aﬀord the high bail demand
(equivalent to $130,000 each)
issued to them a=er insis,ng on
their own choice of lawyer.
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On 18 August, Chris,an convert Youhan Omidi was released from
prison a=er his 10-year sentence was reduced to two years at a retrial.
But just four weeks later, on 14 September, he began two years’
internal exile in the southwestern city of Borazjan, more than 1,000km
from his home in Rasht. Then, on 14 October, he was ﬂogged 80 ,mes
for drinking wine as part of Communion. He had been convicted of that
“oﬀence” in 2016. Youhan’s friend Saheb Fadaie, who was convicted alongside him,
received his 80 lashes on 15 November.
On 2 November, it was reported that Saheb had returned to prison
a=er a ﬁve-day furlough - his ﬁrst in two years’ imprisonment, despite
appealing for compassionate leave at the beginning of the coronavirus
pandemic, when his case was subject to a retrial, and later when he
began to experience symptoms of the virus. Saheb was previously
denied medical treatment, in December 2019, despite suﬀering a
constant fever for over a week, and hallucina,ng.
On 17 November, it was conﬁrmed that Chris,an
converts Mehdi Akbari and Mehdi Roohparvar were
being held in Ward 4 of Evin Prison and had been
there since their trial in June. It was later reported
that fellow converts Fatemeh Shariﬁ and Simin
Soheilini, who were given 10-year sentences
alongside them, had also been detained in Evin but over the summer were released on
drama,cally increased bail of 7 billion tomans ($220,000).
Meanwhile, Yousef Nadarkhani and Nasser Navard
Gol-Tapeh remained in prison throughout 2020,
despite calls for their at least temporary release on
account of the pandemic, especially due to Nasser’s
age - he’s 59 years old - and because Yousef’s case
was subject to a retrial.
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TABLE OF PRISONERS
The following table includes cases which have appeared in public reports, and does not
cons1tute a comprehensive record of every Chris1an currently detained in Iran:

Name

Location

Detention
began

Released

Sentence

Ebrahim Firouzi

Rajaie Shahr
Prison (Karaj) /
Rask (exile)

2013

Oct. 2019

6 years / 2 years 11
months’ exile

Majidreza Souzanchi

Evin Prison
(Tehran) /
Greater Tehran
Prison

2017

-

5 years (reduced to
2) / 2 years
(criminal charge)

Nasser Navard Gol-Tapeh

Evin Prison

Jan 2018

-

10 years

Yousef Nadarkhani

Evin Prison

July 2018

-

10 years (reduced
to 6) / 2 years’ exile

Mohammad Ali (Yasser)
Mossayebzadeh

Evin Prison

July 2018

-

10 years / 80 lashes

Zaman (Saheb) Fadaie

Evin Prison

July 2018

-

10 years (reduced
to 6) / 2 years’ exile
/ 80 lashes

Mohammad Reza (Youhan)
Omidi

Evin Prison /
Borazjan (exile)

July 2018

Aug. 2020

10 years (reduced
to 2) / 2 years’ exile
/ 80 lashes

Amin Khaki

Central Prison
of Karaj

July 2019

March 2020

14 months

Evin Prison

Aug. 2019

March 2020

1 year

Shahid
Kachooei
Prison (Karaj)

Oct. 2019

March 2020

1 year

Abdolreza Ali (Matthias)
Haghnejad

Evin Prison

July 2019

-

5 years

Mohammad (Shahrooz)
Eslamdoust

Evin Prison /
Greater Tehran
Prison

July 2019

-

5 years

Babak Hosseinzadeh

Evin Prison

July 2019

-

5 years

Mehdi Khatibi

Evin Prison

July 2019

-

5 years

Fatemeh Bakhtari
Rokhsareh (Mahrokh)
Ghanbari
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ARRESTS

DETAINED
& EXILED

Location

Detention
began

Released

Sentence

Evin Prison

July 2019

-

5 years

Asghar Salehi

Eghlid Prison

Dec. 2019

Feb 2020

6 months

Mohammadreza Rezaei

Eghlid Prison

Dec. 2019

Feb 2020

6 months

T.

Eghlid Prison

Dec. 2019

Feb 2020

6 months

Ramiel Bet-Tamraz

Evin Prison

Jan 2020

Feb 2020

4 months

Hossein Kadivar

Evin Prison

June 2020

-

5 years

Khalil Dehghanpour

Evin Prison

June 2020

-

5 years

Kamal Naamanian

Evin Prison

June 2020

-

5 years

Mohammad Vafadar

Evin Prison

June 2020

-

5 years

Mehdi Akbari

Evin Prison

June 2020

-

10 years

Mehdi Roohparvar

Evin Prison

June 2020

-

5 years

Name

Behnam Akhlaghi
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CASE STUDY
PASTOR VICTOR BET-TAMRAZ
AND HIS HOUSE-CHURCH

Victor Bet-Tamraz was an ordained minister with the legally recognised Assyrian
Pentecostal Church for almost 35 years before his Tehran church was forcibly closed in
2009 over his refusal to stop Persian-language services and ban Muslim-born Iranians
from aAending. The church was later reopened - with the new imposi,ons in place - but
Victor had been removed from its leadership.
And it was here that his journey with Iran’s underground Church began, as Victor,
deprived of a church in which to minister, began holding services in his home. In keeping
with his previous prac,ce, the services were open to all without dis,nc,on.
Among those to join Victor’s new house-church were Chris,an converts Amin AfsharNaderi, Kavian Fallah-Mohammadi and Hadi Asgari, who had all been part of the church
congrega,on and were glad to s,ll have the opportunity to learn about their new faith
under Victor’s leadership, albeit with less freedom.
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As Kavian later explained, “The only place Persian-speaking Chris1ans can gather is in
homes, so inevitably we do gather together like this, but of course it wouldn't be our ﬁrst
choice, and it isn't safe.”
On 26 December 2014, as Victor and a number of converts including Amin and Kavian
met together to celebrate Christmas, over a dozen intelligence agents stormed in and
arrested Victor, Amin and Kavian.
Victor was held for 65 days in solitary conﬁnement, though the Iranian state media later
claimed he hadn’t even seen the colour of the prison walls. “Indeed, I didn’t see the
colour of the prison - they are right - because I always had to wear a blindfold over my
eyes!” Victor explained.
Victor, Amin and Kavian, as well as Hadi, were later sentenced, in July 2017, to 10 years
in prison for alleged “ac,ons against na,onal security” in rela,on to their house-church
membership.
Reﬂec,ng on the sentence, Victor said: “It hurt to know you haven’t commi=ed any
crime, nor made any par1cular mistake, and that your only crime is that you love Christ
and worship God, and that this is a crime for Chris1ans in Iran.”
Kavian said he was “surprised” when he was arrested, “without any previous warning
and I didn’t know for what reason”.
“It’s unbelievable that a person [would] be charged with a heavy charge such as ac1ng
against na1onal security just for a=ending the church, and then be sentenced to 10 years
in prison!” he said.
The following January, Victor’s wife Shamiram received two ﬁve-year prison sentences of
her own - also on charges of “ac,ng against na,onal security” as a result of her role in
the house-church. But it wasn’t for another two and a half years, un,l July 2020, when
the ﬁve Chris,ans’ prison sentences were ﬁnally upheld by an appeal court.
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“It was a very diﬃcult 1me, all this wai1ng,” Victor explained. “There were usually three
or four appeal hearings scheduled each year, and when they announced the date – two
months before each hearing – your worrying started and you no longer had peace of
mind, because you didn’t know what would happen.
“There is a saying in Persian: ‘It’s a game for a cat, but death for the mouse.’ You
experience this death several 1mes during each year – at least three or four 1mes – so in
three years, if you add it up, we experienced this 12 1mes!”
Victor and Shamiram ﬂed Iran on 15 August 2020, one day before Shamiram was due to
begin her sentence.
“I didn’t want to leave Iran at all,” Victor said. “If they gave me two years, three years in
prison, I would have endured it. But they issued the verdict very late, and I am almost 66
years old now. You can imagine, if I would go to prison now, I would go in alive, but most
likely I wouldn’t come out alive.”
Amin, Kavian and Hadi had already ﬂed the country, and were also later informed their
sentences had been upheld.
“Leaving Iran was the hardest journey I’ve ever made,” Victor said. “You can’t easily leave
your homeland, where you grew up. Your homeland is where you belong. My ‘belongings’
weren’t a house, a car, or the streets. My ‘belongings’ were the people I served for 45
years all over the country. It was love, it was aﬀec1on, it was hope, it was life; it was
sijng at each other’s tables.
“Being separated from these dear people is extremely diﬃcult. I think every Iranian who
has had these experiences knows what pain it causes in the hearts of human beings. It
was the hardest decision of my life, and one I was forced to take.”
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RECOMMENDATIONS
The government of the Islamic Republic of Iran has an obliga,on under na,onal and
interna,onal law to respect, protect and fulﬁl the right to freedom of religion or belief.
We therefore call:
For the immediate and uncondi,onal release of Chris,ans detained on
spurious charges related to their faith or religious ac,vi,es.
For the government of Iran to uphold the right to freedom of religion or belief
for every ci,zen, regardless of their ethnic or linguis,c group, including
converts from other religions, thereby amending Ar,cle 13 of the cons,tu,on
to recognise fully the freedom of religion or belief of all faiths as envisaged by
Ar,cle 18 of the ICCPR, to which Iran is a State Party, without reserva,on, and
therefore legally bound to respect.
For the government of Iran to:
Re-establish ownership of churches, proper,es and material
conﬁscated from Chris,ans and other religious minori,es under
security-related charges.
Cease to use provisions such as Ar,cles 498, 499, 500 and 513 of the
Penal Code and Ar,cle 167 of the Iranian cons,tu,on to unjustly detain
minority-faith adherents.
Guarantee the right to counsel to all individuals charged with securityrelated crimes and to select a lawyer of their choice, therefore
repealing the Note to Ar,cle 48 of Iran’s Criminal Procedures
Regula,ons.
Grant access to the UN Special Rapporteur on the human rights
situa,on in Iran to allow him to thoroughly inves,gate Iran’s
compliance with interna,onal law on human rights.
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We also call on members of the interna,onal community to assist in holding
Iran accountable for upholding its obliga,on to ensure and facilitate freedom
of religion or belief for all its ci,zens by highligh,ng this principle during
poli,cal and/or economic discussions with, or concerning, Iran.
We thank the UN Special Rapporteur on Human Rights in Iran, Javaid Rehman,
and UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief, Ahmed Shaheed,
for raising issues faced by religious minori,es, including Chris,ans, and ask
them to con,nue in this endeavour.
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