The Virtual Prayer Walk (VPW)
was created to make it easier for
people to know how to pray
more effectively for Bulgaria.

Use the VPW to imagine that you
are walking through the streets of
Sofia and learning more about the
culture of Bulgaria.

As you learn new facts about the
places you visit, we hope you will
stop and pray before moving on
to your next destination.

Thank you for your prayers
and for joining us in the
Joy of the Harvest!

Let’s Get Started

Atheism:
Atheism Pray for Revelation

Former headquarters of
the Communist Party.

When communism came to
power in Bulgaria at the end
of WWII, it brought an
aggressive atheism. This
teaching was so deeply
ingrained in people that it’s
not uncommon to find
someone who claims to be
both an Orthodox Christian
and an atheist.

Casinos:
Casinos Pray for Freedom
Casinos are prominent
throughout Sofia, offering an
escape from daily life and the
promise of quick financial
gain. There is also a dark side.
In one extreme case, a father
stole from his daughter’s
medical trust fund in order to
fund his gambling habit.
A Sofia casino.

Cemeteries:
Cemeteries Pray for New Life

A Sofia cemetery.

Many Bulgarians believe
that proper death and
burial rituals are crucial
for the soul’s safe passage
to eternity. This includes
the tradition of leaving
food and drink at the
gravesite for their
deceased loved ones.

The City:
City Pray for Urban Renewal

A building in downtown Sofia
awaiting renovation.

The mayor of Sofia is working to
improve her city. One of the
things she is doing is renovating
the facades of 300 landmark
buildings. She also plans to
refurbish some of Sofia’s
concrete apartment buildings
that are in serious need of repair.
The mayor hopes these
improvements will make Sofia a
happier place to live.

Corruption:
Corruption Pray for Integrity

A protest against government
corruption in Sofia.

According to a recent report
by the U.S. Department of
State, Bulgarians continue to
live in an environment of
corruption. The report
underscores a high-level of
corruption, along with the
perception that the powerful
do not receive adequate
sentences even if tried and
convicted.

The Courthouse:
Courthouse Pray for Justice

The Sofia Courthouse.

A Bulgarian proverb says that
the law is like a door in an
open field. This means it is just
as easy to go around the law as
it is to comply with it.
However, according to U.S.
ambassador to Bulgaria James
Warlick, the option of going
around the law is only
available to, and often used by,
the affluent and powerful.

Cults:
Cults Pray for Victory
over Darkness

The Sofia headquarters for the
Jehovah's Witnesses.

A number of cults are active in
Bulgaria, many of which have
or are seeking official religious
status from the government.
These groups include Jehovah’s
Witnesses, Mormons,
Scientologists and the White
Brotherhood. Satanists are also
seeking legal recognition and
count politicians among their
hundred or so members.

Declining Population:
Population Pray for
the Future
In the past decade, Bulgaria’s
population has shrunk by
the equivalent of 28
medium-sized towns. This
can be attributed to low
birth rates and high
emigration, coupled with an
aging population.
Elderly women sitting on a park
bench in Sofia.

Despair: Pray for Hope

Hopelessness is a
reality in Bulgaria.

Bulgaria’s relatively poor economic
situation and feelings of social
alienation are adding to a sense of
hopelessness and even despair.
Bulgarians are responding to these
issues in a number of ways,
including seeing counselors and
psychologists, visiting false “miracle
healers,” and in some cases even
taking their own lives. In fact, the
sad and alarming reality is that
Bulgaria has the highest suicide rate
in all of Europe.

Drinking:
Drinking Pray for Meaning in Life

The number of young people
abusing alcohol is on the rise.

According to the World Health
Organization, the average
Bulgarian adult drinks 30%
more alcohol than their
European counterpart. Alcohol
consumption is also becoming
a problem among Bulgarian
youth. According to a Bulgarian
psychiatrist, this is especially
true for teenage girls.

Drugs:
Drugs Pray for Freedom
from Addiction

According to genetic research,
Bulgarians are predisposed to addictions.

According to the National
Centre for Addictions, more than
5% of Bulgarians have
experimented with illegal drugs
at least once in their lives.
Unfortunately, this often
happens at an early age. People
who smoke and drink typically
began when they were eleven,
and those who use illegal drugs,
such as marijuana and
amphetamines, often began in
their mid-teens.

Education:
Education Pray for Wisdom
Beyond Knowledge

A school in Sofia.

Although their parents and
grandparents placed a high
value on education, this is
no longer the case for many
Bulgarian students today.
Perhaps because of this,
38% of students fail to
graduate from high school,
with some dropping out as
early as elementary school.

Elderly:
Elderly Pray for Dignity
and Respect
Bulgaria’s population continues
to age. By 2025, it is estimated
that more than one in five
Bulgarians will be older than 65.
As a result, there will be
increasing pressure on families
and society to provide the
necessary financial, emotional
and health care support for
Bulgaria’s aging population.
Socializing with friends in a Sofia park.

Entertainment:
Entertainment Pray for
Wholesome Entertainment

“Sin City” is a popular
nightclub in Sofia.

Nightclubs and discothèques
are popular hangouts for
many Bulgarian young
people. Chalga, which
features exotic rhythms and
provocative lyrics, is the
prominent musical genre in
many of these clubs. Scantily
dressed women are also a
part of the Chalga and
nightclub culture.

The Environment:
Environment Pray for
Stewardship

A Sofia street is converted to a
pedestrian mall to help fight
pollution.

Under communism, Bulgaria’s
economy relied on heavy industry
that caused harm to the
environment. Today, some of the
biggest threats to the
environment are outdated forms
of public transportation, an
increasing number of cars on the
road, and the use of coal-burning
stoves and furnaces. As a result,
nearly 60% of Bulgarians regularly
breathe air that fails to meet
minimum EU standards.

Ethnic Tensions:
Tensions Pray for
Reconciliation

Ataka is a nationalistic political
party which is often accused of
racism.

Tensions are sometimes seen
between the ethnic Bulgarian,
Turkish and Roma populations
of Bulgaria. For example, the
nationalistic Ataka Party
gathered outside the mosque in
downtown Sofia to protest use
of speakers to broadcast the
Muslim call to prayer. The
protest turned violent when
members of the Ataka Party
assaulted a group of Muslims
who were outside the mosque.

European Union:
Union Pray for
Bulgarian Identity

Bulgaria celebrates the 9th
of May as Europe Day.

Since the fall of the Soviet
Union, Bulgaria has increased
its identification with Western
Europe by joining the Council
of Europe, NATO, and the
European Union. However,
through this process Bulgaria
has lost some of its own
identity and unique vision for
the future, resulting in
growing skepticism and
political volatility.

Families:
Families Pray for Healthy Families
Bulgarian families are struggling
under the pressures of time, stress,
and work responsibilities. A
Bulgarian high school student
explains, “Parents don’t have time
for their children these days … The
result is that family values have
been downgraded or totally
obliterated. We, the children, do
not rely on family any longer to
learn things about life.”
A family walking down
Nishava Boulevard in Sofia.

Government:
Government Pray for a
Just Government
Bulgaria is a parliamentary
democracy, meaning that voters
elect members of parliament and
the president. The members of
parliament then elect the Prime
Minister, whose job it is to form
the ruling government.

The home of the
Bulgarian Parliament.

Two long-standing concerns of
many Bulgarians are government
corruption and the government’s
failure to increase Bulgaria’s
standard of living.

Homelessness:
Homelessness
Pray for Restoration

Homelessness is a growing
problem in Sofia.

Homelessness in Bulgaria was
not officially acknowledged
until after the fall of
communism. Today, however, it
is an obvious and growing
problem. Some of the groups at
risk are Roma, the elderly, the
socially disabled and refugees.
Although a few homeless
shelters exist in Sofia and other
larger cities, they have yet to
meet all the needs of Bulgaria’s
homeless population.

Hospitals:
Hospitals Pray for Access to
Good Medical Care

Pirogov is the main emergency
hospital in Sofia.

Sofia’s hospitals reflect Bulgaria’s
health care crisis. To begin with, it
is often difficult for people to get to
a hospital quickly because of a
shortage of ambulances. Once at
the hospital, patients are not always
guaranteed access to the basic
services and medication they
require. Finally, low wages and poor
working conditions are causing a
number of doctors to look for work
in other countries.

Islam:
Islam Pray for the
Revelation of Truth

The Banya Bashi Mosque in Sofia.

Muslims in Bulgaria make up
about 12% of the population
and have lived in the country
for almost 700 years. Bulgaria’s
Muslim population consists of
Turks, Turkish-speaking
Roma, and ethnic Bulgarians,
the last of whom wear
traditional clothing and live in
relatively isolated mountain
villages.

Judaism:
Judaism Pray for the
Messiah to Be Known
Bulgarians can be proud of the
moral courage they showed during
WWII by not deporting their
Jewish residents, even though
Bulgaria was allied with Germany.

The Jewish synagogue in Sofia is
the largest in Southeastern Europe.

Today, around 6,000 Jews live in
Bulgaria. Although anti-Semitism
is not widespread, Jewish
organizations are still subject to
harassment and some Jewish
schools, cemeteries, and
memorials have been vandalized.

Marriage:
Marriage Pray for Loving,
Committed Marriages
In Bulgaria, legal weddings can
only be performed by the
government. Nonetheless, they
are usually festive occasions,
which may or may not include
a church ceremony.

A wedding in Sofia.

However, the majority of young
couples under 40 are choosing
to live together rather than get
married, and couples who do
marry are becoming more
likely to get divorced.

Materialism:
Materialism Pray for
Good Priorities

A shoe store in downtown Sofia.

During the past several years,
shopping in Bulgaria has undergone
noticeable changes. Whereas people
used to shop in open-air markets
and small kiosks, today they can
find themselves in specialized
health and beauty stores, modernday malls, and large supermarkets.
It is perhaps because of this
abundance of options that over half
of all Bulgarians feel they are
materially deprived.

Monasteries:
Monasteries Pray for
Encounters with God
Bulgaria is known for its
beautiful monasteries. The most
famous of these is Rila
Monastery, which was founded
by the miracle worker Ivan
Rilski in the 10th century.

Rila Monastery is in the Rila
Mountains, a short drive from Sofia.

Today, Rilski’s body is believed
to have healing powers, causing
people to make pilgrimages to
the monastery. There they can
kiss his preserved hand and
hope for a miracle.

Organized Crime:
Crime Pray for
Courageous Prosecution

An expensive black car is a
common Mafia vehicle.

Organized crime is a serious
problem in Bulgaria, with an
estimated 250-300 active
criminal bosses in the country.
These crime bosses influence
politics, business, and other
activities like human trafficking.
Thankfully, in 2010 Bulgaria saw
an impressive number of highprofile arrests. Nonetheless,
there is still a long way to go.

Orphanages:
Orphanages Pray for Children
Bulgarian orphanages care for
close to 7,000 of Bulgaria’s
children. Sadly, the standard of
care in many of these orphanages
is lacking, which has contributed
to the deaths of 238 disabled
children over the past decade.

An orphanage in Sofia.

Responding to national and
international outrage, steps are
being taken to improve the quality
of life for Bulgaria’s orphans. The
ultimate goal is to find a home for
each of these orphans by 2025.

Orthodoxy:
Orthodoxy Pray for Revival
In 865 Bulgaria became a
Christian nation, and eventually
identified with Eastern
Orthodoxy. Besides its spiritual
role, the Orthodox Church also
helped preserve Bulgarian culture
during the 500-year Ottoman
occupation.

Sofia’s Alexander Nevski
Cathedral.

Today a significant majority of
ethnic Bulgarians call themselves
Orthodox Christians, but few are
active in the Church. Nonetheless,
Bulgaria continues to identify
itself as a Christian nation.

Pessimism:
Pessimism Pray for Joy
According to a Gallup
poll, approximately 63%
of Bulgarians are
pessimistic about the
future of their country.

Apartment buildings in Sofia.

Police:
Police Pray for Safety

Police in Sofia.

Bulgarian police have a
difficult and often thankless
job. Their low wages, poor and
sometimes unsafe equipment,
and difficult working
conditions led to a number of
protests during 2009 and 2010.
One Bulgarian police captain
said that due to his low wages
he is forced to take out loans
just to maintain his standard
of living.

Political Leaders:
Leaders Pray for
Integrity

A monument to Vasil Levski
in downtown Sofia.

Bulgaria has a rich history of
respected national leaders, such
as Vasil Levski, known as the
Apostle of Freedom. Today,
however, most Bulgarians lack
confidence in politicians and
the political process. In fact,
some people describe Bulgarian
politics as carefully adorned on
the outside, but rotten on the
inside.

Poverty:
Poverty Pray for Livable Wages
Most Bulgarians believe that
poverty is a widespread problem
throughout Bulgaria. Underlying
problems include high
unemployment, low wages and
salaries, small pensions, and
expensive housing. Furthermore,
two-thirds of Bulgarian
households have difficulty
making ends meet.
As many as 20% of Bulgarians
live below the poverty line.

Prisons:
Prisons Pray for Transformation
Bulgarian prisons are the most
overcrowded in the European
Union. Prison overcrowding
exacerbates other problems,
such as poor toilet facilities,
insufficient ventilation,
inadequate food, and prison
violence and abuse.

The central prison in Sofia.

In response to these problems,
the Bulgarian government has
allocated nearly 3 million dollars
for prison maintenance and is
considering building a new
prison in Sofia.

Roma:
Roma Pray for Acceptance
Bulgaria’s Roma population
is the second-largest ethnic
minority in the country,
accounting for almost 5% of
the population.

Roma can often be seen riding
in a horse-drawn carts.

Unfortunately, prejudice and
discrimination have kept
many Roma in poverty and
marginalized by mainstream
society.

Sexuality:
Sexuality Pray for Purity

A sign prohibiting sex and nudity
in Sofia’s Military Academy Park.

Sexuality is frequently on
public display throughout
Sofia. Sexual themes dominate
billboards, entertainment, the
provocative way young women
dress, and events such as the
Gay Pride Parade. Displays of
sexuality can even be seen in
public parks, one of which
decided to take preventative
action by posting a sign
banning sex and public nudity.

Superstition:
Superstition Pray for Freedom
from Fear
Knowingly or unknowingly,
superstition plays a role in the lives
of many Bulgarians. One example of
this is the seemingly innocent act of
exchanging martenitsas at the
beginning of March.

Martenitsas are sold on the streets
of Sofia every year.

Martenitsas are amulets woven from
red and white yarn – red to drive
away evil, and white to ensure a
long life. People wear martenitsas to
receive love, vitality, and health in
the upcoming year, and to protect
themselves against evil.

Young People:
People Pray for Purpose

There are just over 1.5 million 20to 35-year-olds living in Bulgaria.

It is difficult to be a young adult
in Bulgaria today. According to
Bulgaria’s president, one of the
main challenges for young
people is the lack of jobs. In
fact, one in four young people
are unemployed. A related
problem is the lack of
opportunity for young adults to
realize their potential. While
some are overwhelmed by these
realities, others are using their
free time to volunteer or join
interest-based clubs.

Thank you for praying for Bulgaria.
Your prayers make a difference!

For more information email
pray4bulgaria@worksmail.net
pray4bulgaria

