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Egypt floods kill 26 
CAIRO: Egypt’s Health Ministry says recent floods have
killed 26 people and injured 72 others across the coun-
try. Ministry spokesman Khaled Megahed says yester-
day that the flooding hit four provinces - Southern
Sinai and the Red Sea, as well as Sohag and Bani Suef in
Upper Egypt. He says in Bani Suef, south of the capital,
Cairo, five people were injured but no one was killed.
Fatalities occurred in the three other provinces. Last
week’s floods have also caused power outages, dis-
placed hundreds of people and swept away dozens of
cars, particularly in the Red Sea oil city of Ras Ghareb.
They have prompted the military to take the lead in
rescue and relief efforts, clearing streets inundated by
water and distributing food to affected families.

Iran denies US accusation 
TEHRAN: Iran’s foreign ministry has rejected accusa-
tions from the United States that it has been shipping
arms to the Shiite Houthi rebels in Yemen, according to
media reports yesterday. A US admiral said on Thursday
that warships from the US Navy and allied nations had
intercepted four weapons shipments from Iran to the
Arabian Peninsula country since April 2005. The ship-
ments contained thousands of AK-47 assault rifles, anti-
tank missiles, sniper rifles and “other pieces of other
equipment, higher-end weapons systems,” said Vice
Admiral Kevin Donegan. Iranian foreign ministry
spokesman Bahram Ghassemi dismissed the claims.
“These accusations are totally false when... every day
destructive arms, US bombs and missiles are dropped
by the Arab coalition on the heads of defenseless civil-
ians in schools, hospitals, prisons and homes in Yemen,”
he said, quoted in local media yesterday. Ghassemi said
the bombardment amounted to “war crimes”. The
United States and Saudi Arabia have repeatedly
accused Iran of arming the Houthis. 

Bodies in Danish freezer
COPENHAGEN: Danish police said yesterday they found
the bodies of a slain Syrian refugee and her two young
daughters in a freezer in their apartment, as they launched
a manhunt for the girls’ father. The bodies of the 27-year-
old mother and her seven and nine-year-old daughters
were found inside a freezer in their apartment in the
southern Danish town of Aabenraa after a concerned rela-
tive had not heard from them for days. “Police went into
the apartment and found the three bodies in a freezer,”
local police said in a statement. “The victim’s husband and
the father of the two children was not in the apartment,
and we are actively searching for him,” the statement
added. The Syrian family arrived in Denmark in 2015 and
were granted refugee status. The Scandinavian nation wel-
comed 21,000 migrants in 2015. The influx has significantly
slowed since Denmark re-established border controls in
early 2016. 
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CAPE TOWN: Friday prayers at the
People’s Mosque in Cape Town looks like
any other around the Islamic world,
except in this South African city the imam
is openly gay and the teaching promotes
homosexual rights. It is a stance that pro-
vokes outrage from many Muslims, but
Muhsin Hendricks has built up a small,
loyal congregation by helping worship-
pers try to reconcile their sexuality and
their religion. “There is this love-hate rela-
tionship from the Muslim community,”
Hendricks said.

“Sometimes they feel that I should be
thrown from the highest mountain, and
sometimes they appreciate that there is
one imam who is willing to work with
people who they are unwilling to work
with.” Cape Town has an active gay scene,
and is often described as the “gay capital”
of Africa, with a district of gay-friendly
restaurants, bars, guesthouses and clubs

near the city centre. In 1996 Hendricks
founded “The Inner Circle”, a support
group for Muslims living in Cape Town
who felt rejected due to their sexual ori-
entation, which led to him setting up the
mosque five years ago.

In contrast to the emotions that sur-
round the explosive topic of Islam and
homosexuality, the mosque offers a calm
and open place for gay Muslims to wor-
ship together. “I got divorced at the age of
29 after being married (to a woman) for six
years,” Henrdicks, 48, said. “That was the
point where I just felt-no more double life.
I needed to be authentic with myself, and
part of that process was to come out. “This
is who I am and if that means I am going to
be killed because of my authenticity, then
that is how I choose to meet God.”

‘Homophobic messaging’ 
Today the mosque, located at the

Inner Circle offices, has about 25 regular
worshippers, and even offers a marriage
blessing to gay couples. South Africa’s
1996 constitution was the first in the
world to protect homosexuals’ rights, and
the country is the only one in Africa that
allows same sex marriages. But many
South Africans of all religious groups are
less tolerant, and LGBT (lesbian, gay,
bisexual, and transgender) people are
often subject to discrimination and vio-
lence.

There are about 300,000 Muslims in
Cape Town and most mosque leaders in
the city take a clear stand against homo-
sexuality, even encouraging home impris-
onment and “corrective treatment”.
“Homosexuality is unacceptable and the
punishment will be the fire,” Imam Pandy,
leader of a mosque in Mowbray, a busy
central district of Cape Town said. “How
can you be homosexual? It is forbidden.

And it is your duty as an imam or as a
Muslim to go and speak to them and say
‘no, it cannot be’.” The Inner Circle group
has worked for 20 years to support gay
Muslims, often struggling to survive
against overwhelming opposition from
orthodox Islamic leaders. “The messaging
that the Muslim community gets about
queer issues comes from a clergy that is
completely homophobic,” said Abdul
Karriem Matthews, program manager at
the Inner Circle.

‘Pioneers of change’ 
For worshippers like Zaid Philander, a

local art teacher, the mosque provides a
welcome refuge, as well as access to
counseling after he endured a harrowing
“corrective” ritual conducted by a quack
“doctor” in Cape Town. “There are a lot of
lives being destroyed based on sexuality
and religion, and that needs to change,”

he said. “Here they are the pioneers of this
change, and this is a good place to start. “I
choose to be in a place where I can have a
healthy relationship with God, and the
Inner Circle gives me the freedom to be
the person I am.”

At one recent Friday prayers attended
by AFP a female visitor from the Middle
East gave a sermon to about 30 people
citing passages from the Koran to pro-
mote an accepting version of Islam. She
asked not to be identified or quoted for
fear of hostile reprisals in her native coun-
try, where open worship by gay Muslims
would be unimaginable. Hendricks,
whose father was also an imam, travels
worldwide to spread his message to oth-
er gay Muslims that the answer is to stay
positive. “I want to... arrive at a point
where we can include queer people,” he
said. “I don’t see the Muslim community
as the enemy.”— AFP 

Bahrain postpones verdict
DUBAI: A Bahraini court yesterday postponed its verdict in
the trial of prominent human rights activist Nabeel Rajab
charged with spreading false information and posting
insults online, a judicial source said. The criminal court that
had been expected to issue a ruling at yesterday’s hearing
decided in Rajab’s presence to defer the decision until
December 15. The court ordered the appointment of an
expert from the interior ministry’s cyber crimes unit to
determine who was operating Rajab’s Twitter account, the
source said. The Shiite human rights activist, who had been
pardoned for health reasons last year, was re-arrested in
June and is on trial on a list of charges, including insulting a
state institution and Saudi Arabia in online postings. He is
also accused of “spreading false news and rumors and incit-
ing propaganda during wartime which could undermine
the war operations by the Bahraini armed forces and weak-
en the nation”, according to state media. Bahrain is part of a
Saudi-led coalition battling Shiite Houthi rebels in Yemen. 

Cape Town’s mosque provides rare haven

Hindu temples attacked
NEW DELHI: Hundreds of Muslims in eastern Bangladesh
angry about a social media post launched a wave of
attacks against Hindu temples and homes in a rare convul-
sion of communal violence in the region, Bangladeshi
police said yesterday. Police arrested 15 people suspected
of taking part in the violence, which erupted over a social
media post depicting the Hindu god Shiva over a picture
of the Kaaba, the large cube-shaped building in Makkah
that is considered one of the holiest places in Islam.  As
news of the post spread through neighborhoods in
Muslim-majority Bangladesh, hundreds of people ram-
paged for two hours Sunday through Hindu communities
east of Dhaka, the capital, said senior regional police offi-
cer Abdul Karim. Police said 100 homes and five Hindu
temples were looted. Some rioters apprehended a 27
year-old man they suspected of posting the offensive pic-
ture, but police have yet to determine if he posted it. “We
are working on it,” Karim said.

BANGUI: The Central African Republic’s
capital was rocked by deadly overnight
clashes as France’s defense minister was
due yesterday to formally end a military
operation there, hailing it as a “success”.
Local sources said about 10 people had
been killed in a settling of scores between
armed groups Sunday night in Bangui’s
restive Muslim PK5 neighborhood. 

The toll had yet to be confirmed by the
UN force MINUSCA-which will be alone in
facing the militia terrorizing civilians now
that France is ending its Sangaris opera-
tion, begun three years ago to halt mass
kil l ings in the former French colony.
Residents were continuing to flee the area
around PK5 yesterday, fearing further vio-
lence. A helicopter from the international
force circled over the city from dawn, an
AFP correspondent said.

A fresh wave of bloodshed has been shak-
ing CAR, spearheaded by rival Muslim and
Christian militia groups, and many Central
Africans are worried about the departure of
French troops. The clashes came just after
French Defence Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian
arrived Sunday to close the Sangaris mission,
launched at the end of 2013 to prevent a
feared genocide after president Francois
Bozize was ousted from power.  “France will
never abandon Central Africa,” Le Drian
vowed in an interview with RFI radio and
France 24 television as he arrived.

‘We stopped mass killings’
Earlier this month Le Drian told the

French parliament that the Sangaris mis-
sion, backed by a UN mandate, had been
“a success”.  “ We stopped the mass
killings... allowed a process of intercom-
munal reconciliation, the reconstitution of
the state, a presidential election, and leg-
islative elections,” he said. Around 350
French troops, equipped with observation
drones, will remain present in CAR, around
100 of them deployed with the UN, the
French government says.

Two days before Le Drian’s arrival, 25
people were killed in clashes in the centre
of CAR, including six police officers. The
government denounced the violence as a
“Machiavellian plot designed by the ene-
mies of peace”.  Le Drian was due to
address parliament as well as meeting
with President Faustin-Archange Touadera
and officials from MINUSCA, which still has
some 10,000 troops on the ground. UN
vice secretary general Jan Eliasson is also
expected in Bangui from Tuesday for a
two-day visit, MINUSCA said. One of the
world’s poorest countries, CAR has scarce-
ly emerged from the chaos of civil war
which erupted in 2013 following the over-
throw of Bozize, a Christian, by Muslim
rebels from the Seleka coalition who
installed their own leader.  Armed groups
have flourished over the years given the

weakness of the state. Among the main
culprits are factions from the mostly-
Muslim former Seleka rebel force, and the
Christian “anti-Balaka” militias, a reference
to the machetes used by the rebels. There
are also vigilante groups made up of

nomadic, predominantly Muslim Fulani
herders, as well as others specializing in
highway robbery. The conflict in CAR since
2013 has left thousands of people dead
and forced 4.5 mil l ion to f lee their
homes.— AFP 

CAR capital rocked
by deadly clashes

France ends military operation

BANGUI: United Nations peacekeepers patrol outside a vote-counting centre for the
presidential and parliamentary elections in this file photo. — AFP 

RAS GHARIB: A local man inspects the damage fol-
lowing heavy floods in Ras Gharib, near the mouth of
the Gulf of Suez in the Red Sea governorate. —AFP 

MALMO: Pope Francis arrived in Sweden
yesterday on the latest leg of his mission to
promote reconciliation and unity within
the wider Christian family. After touching
down in the southern city of Malmo, the
Argentine pontiff heads to nearby Lund for
an ecumenical service marking the start of
a year of celebrations for the 500th anniver-
sary of the Reformation. The event marked
50 years of reconciliatory dialogue
between the Catholic Church and
Lutheranism, a tradition that was once fer-
vently hostile to the authority and teach-
ings of the Vatican.

Just by agreeing to attend, Francis has
made a gesture that would have been
unimaginable for all but his most recent
predecessors. The popes of the 16th centu-
ry spent huge amounts of time and energy
trying to stifle or reverse the reforming
wave launched by the German monk
Martin Luther when he nailed his “95 the-
ses” to the door of a church in Wittenberg
on October 31, 1517. Yesterday’s meeting
comes eight months after Francis became
the first pope in almost 1,000 years to meet
an Orthodox Patriarch. The current leader
of the world’s 1.2 billion Catholics has also
reached out to Anglicans. And ahead of the
visit, Francis reiterated the importance he
attaches to Christian unity at a time when
both believers and belief itself are under
pressure in many parts of the world.

‘Ecumenism of blood’   
“When Christians are persecuted and

murdered, they are chosen because they
are Christians, not because they are
Lutherans, Calvinists, Anglicans, Catholics
or Orthodox,” Francis said in an interview
with two Jesuit publications. “An ecu-
menism of blood exists.” He also went out
of his way to underline that Catholicism no
longer regards Luther, who was excommu-
nicated, as a heretical figure. “Luther took a
great step by putting the words of God into
the hands of the people,” Francis said in an
apparent reference to the monk’s efforts to
get a German translation of the Bible print-
ed and circulated.

Some Catholic conservatives question
whether there is anything about the
Reformation worth celebrating. Partly for
that reason, every word of the sermon the
ever unpredictable Francis delivers in Lund
is likely to be closely scrutinized, as will
remarks by Mounib Younan, the Palestinian
president of the World Lutheran Federation.
The pontiff’s body language will also be
closely watched, particularly when he is led
into the Lund cathedral by Antje Jackelen,
the female archbishop who is the senior
cleric in the Swedish Lutheran church. With
its approval of women holding office, back-
ing for gay marriage and openly lesbian and
gay bishops, the Swedish church is liberal to
an extent unimaginable for the vast majori-
ty of Catholic clerics. The two traditions also
differ in their approach to church gover-
nance-hierarchical for Catholicism, flat for
the Lutherans-as well as on more esoteric
theological questions. — AFP

PARIS: Protestants form a branch of the
Christian faith that broke away from the
Roman Catholic Church during the
Reformation 500 years ago. Pope Francis has
nonetheless strengthened ties with several
Protestant denominations, and his trip to
Sweden to take part in events marking the
anniversary of the Reformation could mark a
new high in relations. Here are some key
points about Protestantism:

October 31, 1517 
This is the date that marks the beginning

of the Reformation, when German theolo-
gian Martin Luther published his “95 Theses”.
These notably criticized how the Catholic
concept of “indulgences”-whereby a repen-
tant sinner could reduce the punishment for
his sins in purgatory in return for a monetary
contribution-had been corrupted into a
lucrative cash-for-salvation scheme. Luther
was excommunicated-expelled from the
Roman Catholic Church-on January 3, 1521.
But his message spread quickly across
Europe, disseminated by the printing press.

Articles of faith
There are several theological differences

between Protestants and Roman Catholics,
including the following: Protestants believe
the Bible alone is the highest authority in
matters of faith. Catholics acknowledge the
combined authority of the Bible along with
the traditions of the Church. For Protestants,
salvation is through faith alone, while
Catholic doctrine says “good works” can
influence one’s standing with God. There are
also doctrinal differences over the bread and
wine used in the eucharist or holy commun-
ion. For the Catholic Church, the bread and
wine mystically transform into the actual
body and blood of Jesus, while for
Protestants, they remain a symbol of his sac-
rificial death on the cross. 

Three branches
The Protestant movement diversified into

three main branches: Lutheranism, Calvinism-

which includes the Reformed Church and
Presbyterianism-and Anglicanism. The
Church of Sweden, which will host the pope,
is Lutheran and adheres closely to principles
established by Luther. Other sizeable
Lutheran congregations are located in neigh-
boring Scandinavian countries, as well as in
Germany, Ethiopia, Indonesia, Tanzania and
the United States. Calvinists are inspired by
French theologian John Calvin, who in 1536
founded the Reformed Church in Geneva.
This is present primarily in Europe, North
America, South Africa and Australia. The
Anglican Communion can be found on
almost all continents, and adherents observe
rites common to both the Catholic and
Reformed denominations.  The Catholic
Church reserves the priesthood for men, who
must remain celibate; within Protestantism,
clerics can marry and have children, and in
many churches, women have been admitted
to the priesthood and hierarchy.

Multiple offshoots 
In addition to its major branches, the

Protestant church comprises many denomi-
nations that number tens of millions of
members. They include Baptists,
Evangelicals, Methodists and a group of
more than a half-dozen churches based in
Africa. Other common denominations
include Congregationalists, Seventh Day
Adventists, Quakers, Unitarians and
Mennonites such as the US-based Amish
people that renounce modern technology.
Non-denominational, evangelical and
charismatic or Pentecostal churches are cur-
rently among those growing the fastest. 

800 million faithful
The precise number of Protestants is diffi-

cult to establish given the number of church-
es and offshoots. The independent Pew
Research Center has estimated that in 2011,
Protestants numbered more than 800 mil-
lion, “broadly defined to include Anglicans as
well as members of independent and non-
denominational churches.” —AFP 

LUND, Sweden: Pope Francis kisses a child during his visit in Lund yesterday. Pope
Francis arrived in Sweden yesterday on a historic mission to promote reconciliation
and unity between Catholics and Protestants, riven by Christianity’s nearly 500-year-
old schism. — AFP 

Pope takes Christian unity bid 
to the Protestant heartland

Key facts about Protestantism

WITTENBERG: People attend a festival service at the Schlosskirche (Castle Church, All
Saint’s Church) in Wittenberg, eastern Germany, to celebrate the Reformation Day. — AFP 


