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  Foreword


  In old English the leading sheep in a flock was called the bellwether, a term that came to mean the “indicator of future trends” or the “harbinger of what is to come.” Today, social scientists consider the well-being of women to be the truest bellwether of a community, culture or country. If that’s true, then many communities, cultures and countries are facing a dismal future. Why? Because of their rampant abuse and oppression of women.


  Throughout the world women and girls are suffering incomprehensible abuses and neglect. Gendercide, child sacrifice, female genital mutilation, rape, sex trafficking and child marriage shock our senses. Abandonment, hunger and illiteracy prohibit girls from accessing the tools that would help them escape oppression. Tragically, distorted religious beliefs often cloak the oppression of girls and women in moral justifications. Perpetrators of violent conflicts increasingly use brutal gender-based violence as a weapon of war.


  Too many girls, abandoned or oppressed from birth, grow up believing they are, in fact, inferior and deserving of abuse. As Michele Rickett says, “Unless a life-changing event interrupts this pattern, abused and oppressed girls grow up to be abused and oppressed women.”


  This book focuses on the life-changing events that have given hope to girls and women who have suffered in ways most of us can’t imagine. Their stories are a testament to the strength and resilience of our global sisters. Truly, I am in awe of the women described in these pages.


  One reason I love She Is Safe (SIS), the nonprofit organization that inspires this book, is that SIS supports grassroots interventions by indigenous leaders who understand the local community and know the most effective ways to protect and rescue abused girls and women. Development experts affirm this as the best way to support sustainable change.


  I guarantee that if you read this book, your heart will be broken—which is why you must read this book. Our hearts ought to be broken by the suffering of women and girls throughout the world. But this book does more. It tells us how to take action on their behalf. I know how easy it is to feel overwhelmed by needs like you’ll read about here. But consider what would happen if every woman reading this book supported an intervention that helped just one girl. Together we could help thousands of women and girls move from despair to hope! I challenge you to read this book and then pray the simple prayer that I have prayed: God, what is mine to do?


  Lynne Hybels


  Preface


  It is an author’s dream to write a book that will live on to inform and inspire people. We have been delighted to see Forgotten Girls continue to capture imaginations and hearts because of the unforgettable and courageous girls in its pages. The book also endures because the world is awakening to the alarming plight of vulnerable girls and the promise they hold to create a better future.


  Shortly after the first edition of Forgotten Girls was printed, the Nike Foundation and NoVo Foundation launched an initiative called “The Girl Effect.” Their findings and messaging were simple. “Invest in girls, and they will change the world.” United Nations delegates agreed that in order to demolish the root causes of intractable problems that plague our world, such as poverty, disease, illiteracy and slavery, the most effective initiatives must be focused on equipping girls to make their contributions.


  Growing awareness and interest in the plight and promise of girls has continued to drive people to look deeply into the everyday circumstances that conspire to abuse and enslave these—the world’s most vulnerable—citizens. Thousands who hold the conviction that Christ is essential to lasting transformation have been drawn to the pages of Forgotten Girls to see the hope and power he brings to free and equip abused and exploited girls.


  To help readers take a deeper look at the issues, this expanded edition of Forgotten Girls includes discussion questions and prayer items along with recommended action points following each section.


  She Is Safe colleagues invested their expertise and time to update the book. Diane Fender, Anti-trafficking Program officer, combed through these pages and did further research so that we could include the most current statistics and sources. And Julie Ryan, Director of Women’s Ministry Engagement, provided some of the discussion questions and prayer points. We deeply appreciate their important contributions.


  Since first writing Forgotten Girls, we have continued our international investigations and work on the most pressing issues for girls in the developing world. And we continue to reconnect and collaborate with many of the caregivers we first interviewed.


  Our prayer is that when individuals and groups pause to consider and pray over the stories and issues, they will join us as freedom activists for girls like the ones in Forgotten Girls—girls who have so much to offer our world yet languish in the dark corners of abuse and exploitation.
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  We offer our deep gratitude to the hundreds of supporters and praying advocates who believed in this book even before it was written. They saw by faith that their prayers and sacrifice would raise the awareness and ongoing support to restore the lives of hurting girls.


  The women and girls we interviewed, who entrusted their stories of pain, dignity and courage have our love and thanks forever. The book is dedicated not just to the girls who stories we tell, but also to the millions of others who suffer along with them. If our work can somehow raise awareness and help for them, we are most grateful to God.


  Introduction


  Have you ever noticed how seldom something “life changing” really changes your life? The term gets tossed around a lot—to describe watching the sun set in a gorgeous blaze of color, for instance, or to rave about an exciting adventure. Consider the number of books with the phrase splashed across the front cover. Good things, all. Inspiring and helpful and memorable. But life changing?


  Yet truly life-changing events do occur. Events that forever mark a divide between the then and now of life. Between despair and hope. Between ignorance and understanding. Between death and life.


  Consider Parimala. She barely had time to draw her first breath before she experienced a life-changing event. As her mother staggered in from the fields, the baby was already entering the world. But no one rejoiced in her birth. When her father saw that the baby was a girl, he grabbed her up and carried her outside. He dug a hole in the hard ground beside their thatch-roofed hut and dropped her in. Then he covered her with dirt.


  Done, and done.


  But the baby’s grandfather saw it all. And he knew that every night for the rest of his life that baby’s accusing wail would echo up from the ground to torment him and haunt his sleep. So while his son sat at the table eating his dinner and as his daughter-in-law wept in the corner, the old man crept outside and dug the baby out of the hole. He carried her choking and gasping to a nearby medical clinic, where he laid her down by the door. Then he headed back home, confident that he would sleep in peace.


  Inside the clinic, the nurse stopped sorting papers and cocked her head to listen. The sound was faint, but . . . yes, it was definitely a choking gasp, and it was just outside the door. When she poked her head out to investigate, she saw the infant lying on the rocky ground, struggling to breathe, her nose and mouth clogged with dirt. Already the tiny, gasping face showed a blue tinge. The nurse sighed and shook her head. Then she went back inside, picked up the telephone receiver and called a couple who ran an orphanage for boys.


  “It’s a girl,” she stated matter-of-factly. “She will not last long. If you want her, come quickly.” Then she hung up and went back to sorting papers.


  That’s how little Parimala entered the world.


  Welcome, sweet baby. You have plenty of company, for little girls are tossed away every day. Many who manage to survive are exploited, abused, neglected and oppressed—so many little ones who will never know they are God’s precious treasures.


  Unless, that is, life-changing events intersect their lives.


  On that first day of Parimala’s life, the couple who ran the orphanage hurried over to the clinic in response to the nurse’s call. They plucked the newborn off the ground and quickly cleared the dirt from her nose and mouth. Then they wrapped her in a cloth and carried her home with them, telling her all the way what a precious treasure she was. That day they stepped into the gap on her behalf and changed her life.


  Just as it has always been everywhere around the world, today the defenseless and powerless suffer most. And who is more defenseless than a child? Who more powerless than a girl, written off as worthless and expendable?


  Unwanted.


  A burden.


  A curse.


  Such is the heritage of multitudes born into the belt of nations that extends from West Africa all the way to Asia—home to the least educated, to those with the least access to health care, to the poorest members of the poorest countries on earth. Look closely at the world’s most oppressed, and you will find them to be overwhelmingly female. Indeed, women and children make up


  
    	80 percent of the world’s refugees.


    	70 percent of the poorest of the poor.


    	two-thirds of the world’s illiterate.


    	four million annual victims of human traffickers.


    	80 percent of those who have never heard of Jesus Christ.

  


  Focusing on Girls


  Around the world, women suffer from myriad problems that keep them oppressed and locked in poverty. But more and more we are finding that many of these adult problems actually develop in childhood. So if we are to have the greatest possible impact on women in the generations to come, it is imperative that we double our efforts toward today’s young ones. They are the nurturers of the future. They are the heart of tomorrow’s homes.


  Girls born into a life of abandonment and abuse, resented and oppressed from birth, grow up acting out their oppression and abandonment. They believe they truly are inferior and deserving of abuse. Unless a life-changing event interrupts this pattern, abused and oppressed girls grow up to be abused and oppressed women.


  When we met Parimala, she was an apple-cheeked two-year-old with dancing brown eyes and a bubbly personality. Kay gave her a Hershey’s Kiss, the first chocolate she had ever tasted. Parimala rolled the tasty treat around on her tongue, and her eyes sparkled. As the Kiss began to melt, a chocolaty smile spread across her face. Parimala jumped for joy and hugged our knees—but only so long as her auntie and uncle were in sight.


  Auntie and Uncle changed Parimala’s life by bringing her into their house, where they accepted and loved her as their own. Curious neighbors peered over the fence to see this couple who actually chose a girl. They watched as Auntie cared for her and sang as she fed the child from her own plate. They watched as Uncle tenderly rocked her and carried her with him when he went out to check the cows.


  In time, the bolder among them came right out and asked, “A girl? Why would you waste time and money on a girl?” That was a question they loved to answer, for it gave them a chance to affirm the value of every girl and every girl’s right to live. Again and again the couple repeated that girls are made in God’s image too, and are also precious in his sight.


  The neighbors didn’t have too much to say, but evidently they listened. No baby girl is known to have been buried alive in that village since Parimala.


  Rescue. Restoration. Prevention. These are the steps to real change.


  If a newborn buried alive by her father in India can have a future, why not a tossed-away girl in Tibet or Mali or China? Why not a forgotten child in Japan or a girl trafficked and sold in Nepal? Why not a little one languishing in Sudan or Iran or Iraq? We are convinced that every unwanted girl has the potential of a different ending to her story.
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  On the way out of India, we passed the time in the Bangalore airport, thumbing through an Indian newspaper. A short article ended with these sobering sentences: “Look into a child’s eyes, and where we should see innocence and hope, we see hunger, fear, suspicion. We need to take a look at the society we have created.”


  Too often we judge our progress as a society by what we have accumulated. Material goods, money, homes—all the things we think mark us as successful. If we really want to catch a glimpse of where we are headed, we will do well to look at how we treat the most tender and vulnerable among us—and how we allow others to treat them. This is a far better indicator of our chances of surviving and thriving in the generations to come.


  Resist the Darkness


  Altogether, our work in international ministry spans over thirty years and covers dozens of countries, from Latin America across Africa to the Middle East to Asia. Michele lived and worked in East Africa in the 1980s, and every year since has traveled in developing countries to create relationships and to research and evaluate women’s projects. Kay, a full-time writer, has worked in fourteen countries in conjunction with writing projects and speaking engagements.


  Everywhere we’ve been in the developing world, we have seen women and girls endure the uneven weight of every imaginable kind of burden. We’ve seen them shamelessly abused and exploited. And we have seen them endure all kinds of sufferings with amazing dignity.


  It is a fact that women and girls around the globe suffer more than men and boys. She Is Safe (SIS), the Christian not-for-profit organization Michele founded, was formed expressly to garner and share the most current research on the plight of women in developing nations and to provide interventions for those women.


  Because empowering women makes them less vulnerable to oppression and exploitation, we began by raising awareness and advocacy and by developing ways to strengthen and restore women’s lives. This brought us in contact with courageous women and men already addressing the needs of women and children in the hardest places.


  Powerful interventions require linking arms over the long haul and together growing good initiatives into great ones. The best way to do this is to identify local ministries that already work well. Local women have profound insight into the cultural forces in their homeland that lead to oppression and exploitation. They understand how to do things in a way that works in their area, that are cost-effective and that won’t draw the backlash that can crush an effort. It is they, after all, who will live with the consequences.


  So we began by looking for local ministries with which we shared mutual goals, ministries that have proven leadership, integrity, effectiveness and growth potential. They already have their role. Our role is of a supportive servant: we advocate, consult and provide resource and learning opportunities.


  Each time either of us traveled, we came home enriched and inspired by the lives of courage, faith and faithfulness of the women we met. And each time we told their stories, people wanted to know more. Our first book, Daughters of Hope, tells the stories of women who suffer to serve God in the most difficult circumstances.


  As we continued to look for the most effective ways to battle abuse and exploitation, everything pointed toward little girls. For when girls grow up undervalued, underfed, illiterate, physically abused and exploited, the generations that come after them are destined to groan under waves of evil. So if we ever hope to see change in the way women are treated, we absolutely must focus our efforts on stopping the abuse of little girls. That is exactly what we at SIS are doing, particularly in our national initiative “Resist the Darkness” (see page 185).


  We know God hears the cries of the weak, and we know he answers them. Job, who knew all about suffering, wrote, “But those who suffer he delivers in their suffering; he speaks to them in their affliction” (Job 36:15). As you read these stories, we hope you will see God’s love reaching into every young life.


  Like all children everywhere, these girls have their own “normal.” Because they have not seen any world other than the one in which they live, they have no idea what life is like elsewhere. We talked to girls in Nepal, sold to sex traffickers by their parents, who could not comprehend what it means to be loved. To girls in Sudan who could not fathom life without war. To girls in India who had no understanding of their value. To girls all over who had no concept of being satisfied by a meal or saving money for the future or going outside simply to play, because normal life means hunger and want and endless work.


  Yet we also saw within these girls a wonderful potential to bring about change in the families they themselves would be raising in very few years. And if their families change, imagine the effect that will have on their villages. And then the effect their villages will have on the larger communities. And if enough communities are changed, imagine how that will affect entire countries.


  Little girls like Parimala can change the world!


  It is both a blessing and a challenge for us to record these stories. People ask us how we are able to get interviews with girls in so many difficult places. In most cases, we have established relationships through our ongoing work with women. Some of our hosts for these interview trips are long-term partners, though not all.


  Because most live in hostile places, we must guard their identities. All the accounts in this book are true. The people are real; the stories are factual. We have changed names and identifying details, however; this we must do because of the sensitive nature involved in so many of the situations and locations. Occasionally we have combined several stories to make the narrative easier for readers to follow. But in all cases, each element of the story is factual. Likewise, except for the photo of Yoshi in Japan, the photographs in each chapter were taken by our team or ministry friends to represent girls in the country that each chapter discusses.


  On television, we see the faces of hungry children and little ones who wander through war-torn villages. But to really understand the raw ugliness of oppression and poverty, Western Christians need to get to know real individuals. We decided to help you do exactly that: we bring the stories to you, not just to inform you, but so that you can be part of the solution, so that we can work together to obey the words of God as recorded by the prophet Isaiah:


  
    Seek justice,


    encourage the oppressed.


    Defend the cause of the fatherless,


    plead the case of the widow. (Isaiah 1:17)

  


  Come along with us and meet the girls of the world.


  Yes, you will encounter suffering. But don’t turn away because of the pain. Beyond the abuse and oppression, past the awfulness and neglect, you will catch glimpses of glorious dignity and staggering resilience, of remarkable potential and untold value. In these girls you will see the sparkle of hope and the promise of the future.


  It is our prayer that meeting these girls will be a life-changing event for you. We hope that by the time you finish this book, you will be compelled to seek out the way God would have you be involved in the care of “the least of these,” your sisters.


  PART 1


  [image: rule_ch_top]


  PHYSICAL LIFE
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  In a mountain village in southern China, a six-year-old bitten by a snake on the way to school waited three days for the car that transports people to the closest medical facility, two hours away. Just before the car arrived, the child died.


  Illness and accidents take on a whole new face for those who live in the hardest places of the world. When medical care is scarce, every problem—even a treatable one—can quickly become a disaster.


  Where people lack access to clean drinking water or basic sanitation, the situation is particularly dire. Diseases such as malaria and cholera easily reach epidemic proportions. And something as commonplace as a bout of diarrhea can be a death sentence.


  Girls are at an even greater risk than boys because, from babyhood, girls consistently get the short end of the nutritional stick. Frequently girls are the last in the family to eat, so they get whatever is left, which means they often have little protein in their diets. The result is that many exist in a state of precarious health, which translates into a higher mortality rate for girls. And many families who will do whatever it takes to get medical help for their sick or injured boys, leave their girls to struggle along with home remedies. The value of a girl to the family simply is not as great as the value of a boy.


  
    According to some reports, close to one quarter of the girls in India die before they ever reach the ripe old age of sixteen.
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  Many children in these areas of concern also suffer due to the AIDS epidemic. In China, in India, in country after country across Africa, children are afflicted. Others, left orphaned by the disease, struggle to survive any way they can. In sub-Saharan Africa, where in the fifteen-to-twenty-four age group two girls are infected for every infected boy, half the girls believe the myth that a healthy-looking person cannot carry the virus. In the most-affected areas, five or six adolescent girls are infected for every infected boy.


  Yet the lack of physical welfare goes beyond malnutrition and the well-documented plagues in poverty-afflicted areas. Most frightful of all is the physical harm purposely and systematically inflicted on girls. In places least-reached with the gospel, it is a daunting challenge to many little ones simply to be allowed to come into the world alive—especially in China and India, home to more than a third of the world’s six billion people.


  According to recent reports, gender-based infanticide, abortion, malnutrition and neglect are believed to be behind 160 million women “missing” from the world’s population.


  In this section we will explore some of the lesser-known physical needs of girls and what is being done to help them.


  1


  Stand Up to the Witch


  Indonesia


  [image: FG-Ch%201b.psd]


  The first time Michele saw the preschooler with the choppy haircut, she bent down to give the child a warm, face-to-face greeting. Michele couldn’t tell if she was talking to a boy or a girl. With her Indonesian friend Mirah translating, Michele smiled and stroked the child’s hair.


  “Look closely,” Mirah said as she brushed the child’s hair aside. Long scars crisscrossed the little head. Mirah continued, “The one who brought this child in exclaimed, ‘Just look! Someone cut her head with scissors.’” Then Mirah pulled up the child’s sleeve to reveal burn and slash scars. “Every part of her body except her face and hands is covered with scars.”


  Michele could not hide her horror. After the child had slipped away, she demanded, “Who did this to her?”


  Mirah told us Beti’s story.


  Beti was not quite four years old when her mother left her with a neighbor. She was going to find Beti’s father and bring him home, and she promised to be back in two weeks to get her child. When several months passed and Beti’s mother did not return, the neighbor began asking people in the village if someone would take the child into their home.


  Immediately a woman eagerly agreed—Borang, the local witch doctor. Her own daughter had given birth to a son, she said, and with so many people in their house, they needed a babysitter and housekeeper. Beti could work in exchange for room and board.


  But the child was far too young for such duties. Everyone in the village knew that. Even so, and although they feared for Beti, no one would argue with the fearsome witch. Her abilities to call on dark forces to intervene in peoples’ lives were infamous. Anyone who crossed her paid a heavy price.


  Borang lived in a wooden house with two rooms. The front room was for eating and for meeting with customers. It was dark and smoky, with a low ceiling and dirt floor. Against the walls stood rough, filthy tables piled high with pots, jars and boxes containing ingredients for her “magic.” Drying herbs hung from the ceiling alongside rodent carcasses.


  In the back room, the family slept on two mattresses. When little Beti was “good,” she was allowed to sleep inside the house on the dirt floor in the front room. Most nights, however, she was tied to a tree in the backyard.


  One day, the witch yelled out from the house, “Beti, you miserable dog!” The little girl knew from painful experience to run in and quietly receive yet another punishment for yet another offense she didn’t understand.


  The witch was waiting just inside the door. She slapped Beti so hard her ear rang, then she scolded, “This plate is still dirty!”


  The witch grabbed Beti’s arm and shook her, then hurried her toward the back room, where the cruelest punishments were exacted. First came the cigarette burns, then the cuttings on her arms, legs and bottom. Beti tried not to cry loudly. Drawing attention to the house only brought more punishments. Sometimes she accidentally wet herself, and then she was beaten again for making a mess.
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