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BAGHDAD: The leader of the Islamic
State group Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi on
Thursday urged Muslims to emigrate to
his self-proclaimed “caliphate”, in the
jihadist supremo’s first audio recording
in six months.  “And we call upon every
Muslim in every place to perform hijrah
(emigration) to the Islamic State or fight
in his land wherever that may be,” he
said.

The voice reading the half-hour
speech appeared to match previous
audio recordings of Baghdadi, the latest
of which was released in mid-November.
As did his previous speech, the audio
tape recording released on Thursday
comes a few days after media reports
that he might have been seriously
wounded in a strike by the US-led coali-
tion bombing IS in Iraq and Syria.  There
was no way for AFP to immediately
authenticate the latest recording nor
date it but Baghdadi speaks of develop-
ments in Yemen, where Saudi-led forces
launched an air campaign against Shiite
rebels in late March, that suggest it is
recent.

Echoing his previous exhortations,
Baghdadi said moving to the caliphate
he declared over parts of Iraq and Syria
in June 2014 or waging jihad (holy war)
at home was an obligation for Muslims.
“Has the time not come for you to know
that there is no might nor honor nor
safety nor rights for you except in the
shade of the Caliphate?,” he said in the

speech, transcripts of which were
released in five languages.  “O Muslims,
Islam was never for a day the religion of
peace. Islam is the religion of war,” he
said, calling for mass mobilization on the
battlefield.

‘Desperate’ Saudi war 
He criticized Sunni civilians fleeing

fighting in the western province of
Anbar to seek shelter in Baghdad and
other government-controlled areas.  “So
return to your lands, and remain in your
homes, and seek shelter-after first seek-
ing shelter with Allah-with your people
in the Islamic State, for you will find
therein, by Allah’s permission, a warm
embrace and a safe refuge,” he said.
Baghdadi lashed out at Saudi Arabia’s
rulers, accusing them of launching their
air campaign against the Shiite Houthi
rebels in Yemen only to please the West.

“Their war is nothing but an attempt
to prove themselves once again to their
masters from amongst the Jews and
Crusaders,” he said.  “It is nothing but a
desperate attempt to turn the Muslims
away from the Islamic State.” He also
warned that IS would carry out more
prison breaks, which have become one
of the group’s trademarks. “I will not for-
get to mention the captives in the pris-
ons of the apostate tyrants everywhere,”
the IS leader said. “We will not hold back
any strength or spare any effort or miss
any opportunity, until we free the last

one of you, with Allah’s permission,” he
said. More than 40 inmates, including IS
militants, escaped in a prison break
which IS claimed last week in the Iraqi
town of Khalis.

Raqa before Mosul 
The group, which already controlled

parts of Syria, swept across the Sunni
heartland of Iraq last year before pro-
claiming a “caliphate” and drawing
record numbers of foreign fighters. A
US-led air campaign launched in August
helped the central government in
Baghdad and the autonomous Kurds in
the north to turn the tide on IS.  The
jihadists have since lost significant
ground but still hold the vast province of
Anbar and Mosul, the country’s second
city where Baghdadi was last seen in
public in July. The IS leader said in his
speech he thought anti-IS forces would
attack the group’s strongholds in Syria
before Mosul.

“We believe that their mobilization
will be for Raqa and Aleppo before
Mosul. So be cautious,” he said.
Baghdadi praised the fighters in Anbar,
who have largely held their ground
despite coalition strikes and govern-
ment-led ground operations. In some
parts of the province, IS fighters have
continued to advance and Baghdadi
egged them on to push towards
Baghdad and the holy Shiite city of
Karbala. —AFP
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Palestinians’ first 
saints make mark 

on Holy Land
JERUSALEM: In the corner of a pristine Jerusalem church, the
tomb of Marie Alphonsine Ghattas looks out over just a small part
of her legacy, days ahead of her canonization in Rome. A box
under an altar holds her earthly remains, and Catholic worshippers
have already scribbled prayers in Arabic to “Saint Marie
Alphonsine”, in a notebook placed next to her tomb in the chapel.

Ghattas and Mariam Bawardy, another nun born in the 19th
century, are on Sunday to become the first modern-day
Palestinian saints, at a ceremony Pope Francis will lead at the
Vatican. The canonization has Palestinians buzzing with excite-
ment, and President Mahmud Abbas is travelling to Rome to
attend. The Vatican said Wednesday it was preparing to sign its
first accord with Palestine, two years after recognizing it as a state,
but the canonization comes without political baggage.

Ghattas, through her focus on women’s education and com-
munity work, left behind a network of convents, schools and reli-
gious centers-a more palpable legacy than Bawardy, who lives on
more through the memory of her tough and mysterious life. The
west Jerusalem church-circular with stain-glass windows featuring
an image of Ghattas-is housed in a convent of the Rosary Sisters,
the order that she founded for Arab women in 1880. It is one of
many Rosary Sisters institutions across the Palestinian territories,
Jordan, Egypt, Lebanon and even further afield.

“Her message was to educate Arab women and girls,” Sister
Hortance Nakhleh said, sitting in the church of the Mamilla
Monastery, below a large poster imploring their founder to “pray
for us”. “The period she lived in was a difficult one for Arab
women, and their education was very limited,” Nakhleh said. “This
daughter of Jerusalem existed to educate Arab girls and mothers.”
Ghattas was born in 1847 in the Holy City during its rule by the
Ottoman Empire, and died there during the British mandate peri-
od in 1927.

Champion of women’s education 
The institutions she left behind have been busy with prepara-

tions for the special day. At the Rosary Sisters girls’ secondary
school in east Jerusalem, pupils’ artwork and drawings of Ghattas
adorn noticeboards, with potted histories of her life printed out in
Arabic. “It’s a great thing, we’re really proud as girls studying at the
Rosary Sisters school,” said 16-year-old pupil Mervat Dabebneh.

The girls have learned the story of the saint, and say they take
inspiration from her life. For sainthood, the candidate must have
lived a holy life, as determined by the Catholic Church, and must
usually have at least two miracles to their name, attributable to
prayers made to them posthumously. A miracle that led to
Ghattas’s canonization was the resuscitation of a Palestinian engi-
neer in 2009, who was electrocuted and suffered a heart attack,
but regained consciousness two days later after relatives prayed
to her.

During her life, Ghattas is said to have seen the Virgin Mary in
several apparitions, and nuns talk of miracles she performed then,
including saving a girl who had fallen down a well by tossing her
rosary into the water.

Mysticism and suffering 
Ghattas was born into a devoted Christian family and spent

her life in the Holy Land, working among the poor and setting up
her order and the schools that followed. Galilee native Mariam
Bawardy lived a more troubled, short but mysterious life, and
leaves behind a more modest physical presence. The Bethlehem
monastery where she is buried features a small chapel with a glass
case containing her arm bone. The church is impressively posi-
tioned, however, looking out from a hilltop across the town of
Jesus’s birth in the southern West Bank. After becoming a nun of
the Carmelite order, Bawardy helped found the Carmelite
Monastery in Bethlehem, and died there in 1878, aged 33. She left
behind no schools, but will be venerated.

“Bawardy’s life was dedicated to prayer, and working inside the
monastery,” Sister Feryal Karraa said, sitting in a spartan office
adjoining the chapel. Karraa recounted the miracle leading to
Bawardy’s canonisation-a Palestinian infant born almost strangled
by his umbilical cord was given two days to live, but survived after
prayers to the saint, and is now a healthy schoolboy.

Bawardy’s own existence was one of suffering. Orphaned at a
young age and illiterate, an angry would-be suitor cut her throat
when she refused to convert to Islam, but a mysterious “nun in
blue” is said to have saved her life, the Carmelite order’s website
says. She travelled to France to become a nun, then to India to
help set up a monastery there, and eventually settled in
Bethlehem. —AFP

MOSUL: A file image grab taken from a propaganda video allegedly shows the leader of the Islamic State (IS)
jihadist group, Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi, aka Caliph Ibrahim, addressing Muslim worshippers at a mosque in the
militant-held northern Iraqi city. —AFP


