
What People Are Saying About Mariam Ibraheem and Shackled…

Mariam Ibraheem was a steadfast witness for Christ in the midst of unbe-
lievable hardships. I have been to Sudan and well know the forces she was up 
against. Shackled is a powerful memoir of a woman who refused to deny the 
name of Jesus. What would we do in similar circumstances?

—The Honorable Frank Wolf 
Former U.S. representative from Virginia

Riveting. Challenging. A beautiful story of boots-on-the-ground Christianity 
and one woman’s determination to honor Jesus with her life, even when her 
own life was at stake. I found myself turning the pages to find out what hap-
pened next, yet also savoring the stark, beautiful story of faithfulness. A must-
read for any Christ-follower who takes seriously Jesus’s command to take up 
our cross daily and follow Him.

—Mary DeMuth 
Author, Thin Places: A Memoir

Incredible. Informative. Inspiring. These three words describe this epic true 
story of how one young woman overcame religious abuse, misogyny, and 
impossible odds to gain her freedom. A true page-turner and a must-read!

—Dr. Ben Young 
Author, Survive the Day, Room for Doubt, and Why Mike’s Not a Christian 

Pastoral staff, Second Baptist Church, Houston, TX

Mariam Ibraheem’s amazing story is testimony to her uncompromising faith 
in Jesus and God’s faithfulness to her that the world should hear. In the spring 
of 2014, when many of us were demonstrating outside the White House for 
the U.S. government to help her, we could not have imagined the unexpected 
way in which God would bring about Mariam’s freedom and use her for His 
glory as a voice for so many others.

—Faith J. H. McDonnell 
Director of Advocacy, Katartismos Global (kgiglobal.org) 

Coauthor, Girl Soldier: A Story of Hope for Northern Uganda’s Children



Mariam Ibraheem and I met within weeks of her release from death row in a 
dark Sudanese prison. She smiled at me as she held baby Maya, and her first 
words were, “God is good all the time.” Strength and determination to over-
come obstacles radiated from her beautiful brown eyes.

Mariam was born in a refugee camp in Sudan to a teenage mother who 
found herself rising above grave poverty, domestic violence, and the dangers 
of Islamic Sharia law. Much like her brave mother, Mariam overcame insur-
mountable obstacles, including the loss of her younger sister, the tragic death 
of her mother, and being on death row for her Christian faith. Each and every 
time, Mariam has risen above her circumstances through her faith in Jesus. 
She refuses to be intimidated into silence and has proclaimed her faith in 
front of prison guards, judges, and those seeking to take her life.

Shackled will inspire faith and determination in the midst of what seem 
to be impossible circumstances. Mariam’s life and friendship have forever 
changed my life to persevere and sustain hope in God. I know her story will 
change you, too.

—Naghmeh Panahi 
Executive Director, Tahrir Alnisa Foundation
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NOTE TO THE READER

This book includes depictions of physical abuse and violence toward 
the author and other individuals that may be disturbing. We encour-
age you to prepare yourself emotionally before proceeding, particu-
larly if you have suffered a form of abuse in the past. Please use your 
discretion, especially regarding the description of female circumci-
sion in chapter 8, “The Bloody Party,” and the depiction of physical 
abuse in chapter 47, “Childbirth in Shackles.” If you believe any such 
passages may be traumatizing for you, you may choose to forgo read-
ing or move to the next part of the book when you come to those 
scenes.

—The publisher
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PROLOGUE

Random shouts of “Allahu akbar” spontaneously erupted when the judge 
approached the bench. He immediately asked for them to stop, then took his 
seat at the head of the courtroom.

The judge read from the Koran before briefly reviewing the facts of the 
case. “According to our law, Sharia law, the defendant is a Muslim.” Turning 
toward me, he said, “I am going to ask you one last time, and I only want 
to hear one answer. Do you accept the Shahada, or will you continue to call 
yourself a Christian?”

Unlike the other rooms in the courthouse, the high courts on the third 
floor were air-conditioned and comfortable, but I could see beads of sweat 
pouring from the judge’s forehead. He was shaking.

“Ms. Abrar,” he said, calling me by a name that was not my own, “please 
stand up.”

I stood up in my cage and looked him in the eyes.

“I am only going to ask this one more time. Are you a Muslim, or are you 
a Christian?”

My body quickened to attention. I held my chin up and proudly announced, 
“My name is Mariam. I am a Christian, and I have been a Christian all my 
life.” I said it clearly and boldly for everyone to hear.

The judge fell back in his chair as if someone had hit him in the chest. He 
caught his balance, leaned forward, regained his composure, and uttered, “All 
right, then.”

The judge had my answer. More screams of “Allah akbar” broke out, and 
the judge asked for them to quiet down again.

After the shouting stopped, the room grew stone-cold quiet. I didn’t look 
at anyone and didn’t suppose anyone was looking at me. No one moved as 
everyone waited to hear what the judge would decree. Whatever he was going 
to say next would likely be my fate.
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“I sentence you to one hundred lashes and death by hanging,” he 
announced.

There it was. My destiny with death had a date and a cause.

—
My name is Mariam Ibraheem, and I am a Christian from the Islamic 

nation of Sudan. After fleeing the country of my birth several years ago, I 
finally decided to sit down and share my testimony.

I am not ashamed of the name of Jesus Christ. I have been arrested, tried, 
whipped, kicked, beaten, mocked, spit on, imprisoned, sentenced to death by 
hanging, and forced to live as a refugee for refusing to deny the name of Jesus 
Christ. Yet His is the only name that gives everlasting life, and it is only by the 
grace of His holy name that I am alive to recount my experiences.

Reliving the stories I have penned within these pages has not been easy. I 
cried out to the Lord in prayer to help me as I struggled to find the strength to 
share about the love, death, joy, loss, victory, and pain that I left behind in my 
beloved country of Sudan.

Some of the events I disclose in this book were agonizing to write, but 
they are stories that need to be told to inform the rest of the world about the 
reality of life in Sudan, to reveal the truth about Sharia law, and to unveil 
testimonies of God’s unwavering goodness. The chapters ahead depict first-
hand accounts of gruesome practices that I pray will awaken the church to 
the needs of Sudan, as well as personal testimonies for God’s glory and for the 
encouragement of believers around the world who also have been shunned and 
persecuted for their belief in our risen Lord.

Some events, names, places, and time frames have been altered to protect 
the privacy of certain individuals from my past. For the sake of brevity, I have 
also chosen to leave out some details while combining other events. The mem-
ories I have included have been reconstructed to the best of my recollection. I 
have tried to get all of the dates and timelines correct, but there may be events 
that I recall slightly differently from the way others remember them due to a 
dynamic situation, several moving parts, and a fast-paced environment.

I offer my story as a living testimony to give praise to God my Redeemer. 
May He, and He alone, receive the praise.
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1
A REFUGEE IS BORN

I was born on November 3, 1987, in a refugee camp in northeast Sudan to an 
orphan and a wanted murderer. That might seem like a strange way to start 
life, but, believe it or not, things only grew stranger from there.

Twawa Refugee Camp was a rough place to live. It was wild and unpredict-
able, with countless rules and an equal number of rule breakers. Considering 
my experience there, it is almost unfair to call it a camp, because the word 
camp carries the connotation of merely a temporary abode. For some people, 
who were transient or were somehow able to move on, it was temporary. But 
for others, like my family, it was a long-term residence. This was the home of 
my childhood as well as my mother’s childhood home. 

Twawa taught me what I needed to know about the world. It was not a pic-
turesque African village that you will find on the cover of National Geographic 
magazine in which man and nature live in harmony. It was a perfect Polaroid 
of the reality I was to expect from life in Sudan. It was ugly—unsanitary, 
cramped, and disease ridden—and dangerous due to the Muslim dislike of 
Christians and Ethiopians. It was both foreign and familiar. It was a place 
of vivid memories that danced in living color and would enchant me as well 
as haunt me throughout my life. I was like a pilgrim slowly passing through. 
Twawa would live in me much longer than I would live in it.

“When are we leaving Twawa, Mama?” I would ask from time to time. 
I was not necessarily asking to leave but simply expressing curiosity because 
everyone we knew was going somewhere away from our camp. More people 
were leaving Twawa than coming in. My mother, Zahra, rarely dignified my 
question with an answer. She was a quiet, stout woman who seldom spoke 
more words than needed. Yet, while she didn’t speak many words, hidden 
deep inside her soul, a roaring tempest suppressed dark secrets of pain, rejec-
tion, and violent domestic abuse that she thought no one knew about.

But we knew. We all knew. It was a small village that held no secrets.
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My mother had lived in the camp since she was ten years old. She knew the 
camp, and the camp knew her. Twawa had been her home since she escaped 
from Ethiopia during a time of deadly famine that was exacerbated by war and 
the rise of communism.

My mother was never very open about the circumstances that killed my 
grandparents and brought her to such a wretched place as Twawa. It was too 
traumatic. From what I understand, she was disoriented and left partially deaf 
from the bomb blasts that destroyed her home. After her parents were killed, 
she barely escaped with her life. She roamed the desert with her twelve-year-
old sister, Medina, in a small caravan of refugees until they crossed the east-
ern border of Sudan to seek safety. She and her sister were the lost girls of 
Ethiopia.

As orphans, the two girls had to find a way to survive. My mother used 
her wits and found ways to endure the relentless hardships. She didn’t have 
any family besides her sister, or any belongings, but she found temporary shel-
ter for the two of them in a small refugee camp funded by the United Nations. 
She did not plan to stay long. Like the other refugees, she envisioned return-
ing to Ethiopia, but days turned into weeks, weeks into years, and years into 
families giving birth to a new generation of Twawa Refugee Camp residents 
like me. As I grew up, my mother insisted that I learn to be a survivor like her.

Mama’s native language was Amharic, the working trade language of 
Ethiopia, which is related to Hebrew. She quickly realized that she needed to 
learn Arabic in order to navigate her new surroundings in Sudan. Like Arabic, 
both Hebrew and Amharic are Afro-Asiatic languages of the Semitic family. 
Many of the Ethiopian refugees that escaped to Sudan were considered Jewish 
with a connection going back to the days of King Solomon and the Queen of 
Sheba. They were called falashas—an embarrassingly fitting derogatory term 
meaning “strangers” or “refugees.”

Shortly after arriving at the refugee camp in Sudan, about 8,000 falashas 
were secretly airlifted to Israel in one of the largest clandestine operations ever 
conducted, known as Operation Moses. When the Sudanese people learned 
that Israel had helped smuggle thousands of Ethiopians to safety, they were 
furious. They would rather have seen the Ethiopians die in the desert of Sudan 
than be settled in Israel. I would one day experience that same ire and hatred 
directed toward me.

After the Jews were evacuated, there were fewer Ethiopians for the 
Sudanese to hate. We, too, were falashas, but without a homeland like Israel 
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that was willing to smuggle us out. We were not Jewish falashas. We were 
Christian falashas. The Sudanese Muslims hated the Ethiopian Christians as 
much as they hated the Jews. Many of the tribes in northeastern Sudan were 
closely related to the Muslim Eritrean refugees but had no such close ties with 
the Ethiopians.

“Hadim!” the camp guards would yell at the Ethiopians. My mother 
didn’t know what the word implied at first but soon learned it meant “slave” 
and understood exactly how the Sudanese saw her. The Muslims believed 
Ethiopians were only good for slave work. They were all hadim.

Even though the United Nations paid for the refugee camp and supplies, 
the Sudanese ran the camp as if they were paying every penny themselves. We 
were expected to honor them as if they were the providers of all we needed.

Mama found opposition at every corner, but she did not let that stop her. 
She knew the value of an education. Once they opened the doors for her at 
the little school in Twawa, she didn’t hesitate. She studied hard to learn the 
Arabic language. She knew it would be her key to success in Sudan, and she 
was determined not to be a victim. “Education can change your life,” she used 
to say to me when I was a little girl. “Go to school and don’t let anyone or 
anything stop you.”

Maintaining a victimless mindset in a refugee camp was not an easy task 
for those who could not speak fluent Arabic. Language (in addition to one’s 
belief system) symbolized the caste system in Sudan. Arabs were at the top 
of the food chain, and Africans who could speak fluent Arabic were next in 
line. Foreigners who could speak broken Arabic belonged to a caste within a 
caste. Christians and Jews were at the bottom, and all of the castes from top to 
bottom were ruled by Sharia law.

I was too young to realize it during my time in the refugee camp, but 
everything about my life and my mother’s life was formed, shaped, and guided 
by Sharia. We didn’t believe in it, but its control over our life didn’t require 
our belief; it required our obedience. I didn’t even know what the law was, but 
I knew it existed. I couldn’t explain it, but, like my mother before me, I would 
be required to study it every day of my life; and, one day, my children and I 
would be judged by it.

Somehow, in the maze of angular tents, round conical huts, and random 
square straw rakubas (a type of covered porch extending from the tent or hut 
that provides protection from the sun), I felt free from the oppressive laws 
and learned to enjoy life and have fun with my friends. For my mother, my 
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happiness was like a badge of achievement that she proudly wore as proof that 
she had managed to give me a stable environment in the middle of an impos-
sible situation. If she didn’t accomplish anything else in life, she knew she had 
at least provided a better life for her children than she had had.

I have met many women throughout my life, but none are as amazing 
as my mother. An army killed her family, demolished her village, and stole 
her home, but they couldn’t destroy her spirit. She had arrived as an orphan 
in Sudan, but she provided a family for her children. She wasn’t afforded 
the training other girls received by working alongside their mothers in the 
kitchen, yet she became the most well-known cook in eastern Sudan. She was 
robbed of the opportunity to learn business at the feet of her father, but that 
didn’t squash her entrepreneurial spirit or prevent her from owning her own 
company. She didn’t have the advantage of speaking Arabic as her mother lan-
guage, but that didn’t stop her from burning the midnight oil to learn it so 
she could compete in the marketplace and teach the language to her children.

She was a tenacious provider, and I learned more from witnessing her 
relentless work ethic than from any words she ever shared.

But for all of the good life lessons my mother taught me, she did have one 
weakness. A dark underbelly lurked in our home in Twawa that everyone in 
the camp knew about but few discussed. My mother’s life—and the life of her 
family—was in danger because she had made a contract with the enemy. She 
had traded love for safety and ended up with neither.

She had a ticking time bomb strapped to her heart, and I affectionately 
referred to that time bomb as “Father.”


