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Religious rights still blocked in Sudan, Christian leaders
say
Confiscated properties, new church construction sought.
Morning Star News (07.01.2021) - https://bit.ly/39gdzoH - Officials in Sudan have shown
signs of increasing religious freedom, but Christians say roadblocks remain to
constructing churches and regaining confiscated properties since the new transitional
government took power in September 2019.
Officials in Sudan’s Ministry of Religious Affairs and Endowments have said the process of
issuing licenses for new church construction has begun, but Christian leaders call it
political propaganda.
Hani Faiz Butros of the Coptic Church said the government has not responded to his
church’s request for permission to construct a new building, according to the BBC.
“For 11 months now, we have been seeking permission to construct one church, but it
has not been approved,” he told London-based BBC Arabic radio.
Other churches in Sudan are trying without success to obtain permission to construct
church buildings, he added.
Christian leaders have also been frustrated in their demand that properties confiscated
during the regime of ousted President Omar al-Bashir be returned. Rafaat Sameer
Masaad, head of the Evangelical Synod in Sudan and a leader in the Sudan Presbyterian
Evangelical Church (SPEC), said confiscated assets include the SPEC’s Evangelical School
in Khartoum Bahri (North) and others in Omdurman, across the Nile River from
Khartoum, according to BBC Arabic.
Sameer Masaad, head of the Evangelical Synod in Sudan, said confiscated assets include
the Evangelical School in Khartoum Bahri (North) and others in Omdurman, across the
Nile River from Khartoum, according to BBC Arabic.
Church leaders have sought their return through requests to the Ministry of Religious
Affairs.
“Nothing has happened up to this point,” Sameer Masaad told BBC Arabic.
In July the transitional government that took effect in September 2019 decriminalized
apostasy, which had been punishable by death, and repealed Islamic-based public
flogging as a criminal punishment and Islamic prohibitions against drinking alcohol.
Although Sudan has taken some steps to reform laws that violate religious rights, most
current statutes are still based on Islamic law, Christian leaders say.
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The U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF), which visited officials
in Sudan in February 2020, determined that “the transitional government has ended the
former regime’s most egregious forms of religious repression and reaffirmed its
commitment to substantive change,” according to its latest report.
Minister of Religious Affairs Nasreddine Mufreh told media in September 2019 that the
government would return confiscated properties to Christian churches and that Christians
experienced “persecution” and “very bad practices” during the previous administration.
He also said he would fight terrorism, extremism and “takfiri” ideology that calls for those
who leave Islam to be punished.
Sudan’s Sovereign Council on Dec. 18, 2019 announced the recognition of Christmas on
Dec. 25 and Orthodox Christmas on Jan. 7 as public holidays. Prime Minister Abadalla
Hamdok ordered a ban on holding examinations in academic institutions on Dec. 25 and
Jan. 7 and instructed public institutions to allow Christians to leave work at 10 a.m. on
Sundays to attend church.
The new government that was sworn in on Sept. 8, 2019 led by Hamdok, an economist,
was tasked with governing during a transition period of 39 months. It faces the
challenges of rooting out longstanding corruption and an Islamist “deep state” rooted in
Bashir’s 30 years of power.
Many Christians believe the hard-line “deep state” holdovers from Bashir’s reign are
impeding any significant change.
Following the secession of South Sudan in 2011, Bashir vowed to adopt a stricter version
of sharia and recognize only Islamic culture and the Arabic language. Church leaders said
Sudanese authorities demolished or confiscated church buildings and limited Christian
literature on the pretext that most Christians have left the country following South
Sudan’s secession.
In April 2013, the then-Sudanese Minister of Guidance and Endowments announced that
no new licenses would be granted for building new churches in Sudan, citing a decrease
in the South Sudanese population. Sudan since 2012 had expelled foreign Christians and
bulldozed church buildings. Besides raiding Christian bookstores and arresting Christians,
authorities threatened to kill South Sudanese Christians who did not leave or cooperate
with them in their effort to find other Christians.
After Bashir was deposed in April 2019, military leaders initially formed a military council
to rule the country, but further demonstrations led them to accept a transitional
government of civilians and military figures, with a predominantly civilian government to
be democratically elected in three years. Christians were expected to have greater voice
under the new administration.
In light of advances in religious freedom since Bashir was ousted, the U.S. State
Department announced on Dec. 20, 2019 that Sudan had been removed from the list of
Countries of Particular Concern (CPC) that engage in or tolerate “systematic, ongoing and
egregious violations of religious freedom” and was upgraded to a watch list.
Sudan had been designated a CPC by the U.S. State Department since 1999.
USCIRF notes that Pew Research estimates the Muslim population of Sudan as 90.7
percent, with 5.4 percent of the population Christian.
Sudan ranked 7th on Christian support organization Open Doors’ 2020 World Watch List
of the countries where it is most difficult to be a Christian.
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South Sudan soldiers locked church members in a
burning hut, raped women
By Juma Peter
Religion Unplugged (05.01.2021) – https://bit.ly/2LgXF5t – At least three soldiers
stormed a church in the region’s southwest over the Christmas holidays, where they
forced believers to drink alcohol against their beliefs, abducted clergymen and women,
and locked five members and three children of the church in a hut that they set on fire.
“It is something that we have not witnessed,” Anglican Archbishop Paul Pitia Benjamin
Yugusuk told Religion Unplugged. “While they [the soldiers] were moving with four
women, these five men escaped the burning house although they had some burn
injuries.”
The three young children also escaped to safety and are being treated for their injuries.
The soldiers were identified as members of South Sudan People’s Defense Forces
(SSPDF), the army of South Sudan originally formed as an anti-government guerilla
force. The Republic of South Sudan, about 60% Christian, succeeded from an Islamized
Sudan with strict Shariah law in 2011. Since 2013, a civil war around ethnic tensions and
oil wealth in South Sudan has killed an estimated 400,000 people and displaced 4 million.
A ceasefire was signed in February 2020, but renewed conflict between South Sudan’s
army and militant groups claimed dozens of civilians’ lives in 2020, including at least one
Anglican priest.
The clergymen and three women of have since escaped, but Yugusuk said the soldiers
still have one woman in their custody. The women reported that the soldiers raped them.
In total, 15 members of the Revival Movement Church visited the hospital with injuries.
One survivor, George John Lokiko, was arrested and beaten and said the soldiers
threatened to rape any woman who did not drink the alcohol and even made children
drink.
“The soldiers threatened to kill all of us,” Lokiko said. “They brought alcohol and forced
us to drink. It was a choice of death and life.”
The incident happened as the government and the armed opposition parties are
struggling to implement a fragile revitalized peace agreement.
The South Sudan
Opposition Movements Alliance (SSOMA) opposed the agreement, citing that the pact
falls short of addressing the root causes of conflict in the world’s youngest nation.
The Anglican archbishop appealed to the government and the military to respect the civil
population in the Loka West district, condemning the rapes and arbitrary arrests by
government troops.
“My dear government and SSPDF, this is a time of peace,” he said. “It is the time of
Christmas… It is really a shame for our country and we want to ask our SSPDF, especially
the ground force in Loka West to immediately release the woman who is under arrest.
Please, let us fear God and let us respect our country and the rights of our people and be
blessed as we celebrate Christmas.”
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The soldiers also allegedly raped a 20-year-old girl in the same area and looted her
belongings. She said she can no longer stay in her house after being raped by soldiers on
Dec. 20, 2020, in Loka West locality of Lainya County, Central Equatoria State.
“Some soldiers came to our house,” the young woman told Eye Radio, a local station.
“They caught me, and started raping me.” The victim, whose name cannot be revealed
for security reasons, said she could identify her attackers if they would be presented
before her.
Lokiko, who was wounded by the fire, urged the government to relocate the ground
forces away from their area, saying the people feel insecure having the soldiers in their
area.
“Those soldiers are here not to protect the civilians at all,” Lokiko said. “We are not free
in Loka West. The degree of persecution is very high. We are now in the hospital. If we
return home, they will kill us. We are afraid of returning to our houses because those
soldiers are waiting for us. They want us dead.”
Another survivor, the executive chief of Loka West, Frezer Lemi, told the media that God
enabled them to escape the burning hut, and bullets flew over their heads as they ran to
safety.
“I told the soldiers to free the three children, but they refused,” Lemi said. “They said we
must all die with our children. We are paying this price because of our faith and
neutrality in this conflict. Whenever they are ambushed by rebels, they [soldiers] bring
their anger on us. Our gracious God rescued us from the inferno. All of us are now in the
hospital attending to medical treatment.”
Lemi said “high-ranking” military officers came to the hospital to interrogate the
survivors about the incident.
“Even if the culprits are arrested, no justice would be served,” he said. “The perpetrators
of human rights abuses often walk free in Lainya County. They move freely and continue
to violate human rights at will.”
Acting SSPDF spokesperson Brigadier General Santo Domic Chol said the army leadership
condemns the incident and conveys its deep sorrow to the families of the victims and to
the entire people of Loka community.
General Domic said three suspects have been identified, apprehended, and sent to army
headquarters in Yei to face trial before a military court. He stressed that the leadership of
the SSPDF does not condone or cover up criminal activities within its ranks.
The revitalized peace agreement was an opportunity to end the conflict in war-ravaged
South Sudan, but human rights violations are still being reported in most parts of the
country. Human Rights Watch accused South Sudanese authorities of failing to stem or
investigate the abuses by the country’s national security forces. The United Nations has
previously said that rape was used as a weapon of war in the conflict between
government and opposition forces.
In November, the SSPDF court-martialed 13 violators of human rights in the SouthWestern part of Central Equatoria State. The military trials were held in the southwestern
town of Yei, and the convictions were part of a process that saw 26 soldiers sentenced
for killing, looting, and other offenses committed in 2019 and 2020.
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The United Nations mission in the country said in a statement that these verdicts not
only send a message to perpetrators about the consequences of their actions, but also
reaffirm the government’s commitment to a zero-tolerance policy regarding conflictrelated sexual violence.
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