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RABAT: Roman Catholic Archbishop Cristobal Lopez Romero waves to worshippers as he walks during mass on the first Sunday of Lent at St Peter’s Roman Catholic Cathedral in the Moroccan capital Rabat. — AFP 

RABAT: Islam is the state religion in Morocco, but the
country has a small Christian community dating back to
Roman times, and kept alive mainly by devotees arriving
from sub-Saharan Africa. The Roman Catholic Church in
the country, governed under a decree adopted in 1984
before the ground-breaking visit of then pope John Paul
II in August 1985, has about 30,000 to 35,000 members.
There are about 3,000 Protestants, while several thou-
sand believers follow other Christian movements, accord-
ing to one expert. 

Europeans, sub-Saharans
More than 90 percent of the Christians hail from sub-

Saharan Africa, and many of them are students drawn by
grants for Morocco’s universities. There are also growing
numbers of immigrants, who come to Morocco hoping to
make their way to Europe across the Mediterranean. The
number of European Christians, either expatriates or
descendants of French colonial families, has been falling
since 1956.  Back then Morocco counted more than 200
Catholic churches, with about 300,000 practicing faith-

ful. But former holy places have gradually been turned
into mosques or cultural centers, while some have just
been abandoned and fallen into ruins. Today about 44
churches remain, with some 57 priests of about 15
nationalities, led by two bish-
ops in Rabat and Tangiers.

Converted Christians 
Most of the Christians in

Morocco are foreigners, but
there are also several thou-
sand Moroccans who have
converted, mostly to the
Protestant church. The Paris-
based Observatory for
Religious Freedom put the
number at 8,000. Morocco
touts its policy of religious
tolerance. And indeed its constitution states that “Islam is
the state religion which guarantees to all the freedom to
practice their faith”. 

The king as “the commander of the faithful, guards
over respect for Islam”. And King Mohammed VI has
vaunted himself as the defender of a “moderate Islam”
and the protector of religious minorities. Christian for-

eigners linked to the “official”
church enjoy the protection
of the authorities, but unlike
Jews, they do not have a legal
status in the state’s eyes.
Moroccans who have con-
verted must practice their
faith discreetly and risk being
accused of proselytizing if
they engage in public
expressions of any religion
other than Islam.

It is a criminal offence
under Moroccan law to try to

proselytize or “rock the faith of a Muslim or to convert
him to another religion” punishable by six months to
three years in prison. Two associations which are not rec-

ognized by the state-The Moroccan Christians’
Coordination and the Moroccan Association for the
Rights of Religious Minorities-have been campaigning for
new legal clauses recognizing religious freedoms and
condemning discrimination against Muslims who have
converted.

Muslim majority
Religious minorities-Christians, Jews, Baha’is and

Shiites-represent less than one percent of the popu-
lation of the kingdom, which is overwhelmingly Sunni
Muslim. The Jewish community has fallen from about
300,000 to less than 3,000 since the creation of
Israel in 1948 and Morocco’s independence eight
years later, according to some estimates. The number
of atheists is unknown, as such a stand is usually
rejected by Moroccan society. And there are very few
people who dare to publicly break with the daytime
fast observed during the Muslim holy month of
Ramadan-something which is punishable by up to six
months in prison.— AFP 

Morocco counts its Christian community
Several thousand Moroccans have converted
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RABAT: Ahead of Pope Francis arriving in
Morocco, the country’s small and diverse
Catholic community gathered excitedly at
Rabat’s cathedral to get their hands on tickets to
see the pontiff. “We’re lucky! The pope is com-
ing to Africa, it will bring together communities
from all walks of life in a Muslim country. It’s
extraordinary,” said Ernould Kumba, 27, origi-
nally from Congo-Brazzaville. On the first
Sunday of Lent, a tight crowd gathered around
the cathedral nave including tourists, foreign
retirees, and a majority of parishioners from
sub-Saharan Africa.

The pope’s arrival on Saturday has been
hailed as a “unique opportunity” by Rabat’s
archbishop, Cristobal Lopez Romero, who said
it demonstrates that “we value more that which
unites us than that which divides us”. “You come
from all peoples and all countries,” the Spanish
archbishop told churchgoers, rolling off a list of
those who were due to be baptized. Reflecting
the diversity of the parish, there was a reading
in Portuguese before the Lord’s Prayer in
Arabic.

Around 30,000 to 35,000 Catholics live in
Morocco, a tenth of the number before the
North African country gained independence in
1956. Back then there were more than 200
Catholic churches, while now just 44 remain,
which are supported by Morocco’s migrant
communities. The first wave of arrivals from
sub-Saharan Africa came in the 1990s, with stu-
dents on university grants, followed by those
over the past decade who are seeking to reach

Europe. “They breathe new life, I’ve never seen
a church so young, with an average age of 30 to
35”, said Father Daniel Nourissat, who leads the
Rabat parish. Lizzie, a 20-year-old Ivorian, said
she wasn’t previously a strong believer but
“everything” changed when she came to study
in Morocco. “It’s not easy, here, and faith is a
great support,” she said. The sentiment was
echoed by Jean-Baptiste, a fellow Ivorian, who
said many parishioners attend church to “create
a fraternity”.

A ‘degree of freedom’ 
The pope’s two-day visit follows an invitation

by King Mohammed VI, as part of the “develop-
ment of inter-religious dialogue” according to
Moroccan authorities. The king describes himself
as the “commander of the faithful” and Islam is
the state religion, although the constitution guar-
antees “to all the freedom to practice their faith”.
It is, however, a criminal offence to try to prose-

lytise or “rock the faith of a Muslim or to convert
him to another religion”, punishable with from
six months to three years in prison. “It’s true that
compared to other Arab countries we have a
degree of freedom,” said Mohamed, a Moroccan
who converted to Catholicism in 2016.

The 70-year-old said he was “convinced by
the preachings of Father Rachid,” a Christian
convert and presenter on Egyptian satellite
channel Al Hayat TV. “It’s not always easy, but I
don’t hide” visits to the cathedral, Mohamed
said proudly. With Christianity a sensitive sub-
ject, the Rabat parish avoids putting its flock in
the spotlight. 

“Some Muslims pretend that we don’t have
the same God and that we will end up in hell,”
said Cyrvine, a 24-year-old Congolese student
who sings in the choir. “But the pope’s visit will
be an opportunity to unite communities and
religions,” she added, impatient for the pontiff’s
arrival.—— AFP 

CARACAS: President Nicolas Maduro
blamed “terrorists” for a new, near-nationwide
blackout that gripped Venezuela Tuesday, two
weeks after a similar outage caused deaths
and chaos. In a statement on Twitter, Maduro
said a deliberately set “large-scale fire” on
Monday hit facilities around the Guri hydro-
electric plant in the south of the country that
supplies power to 80 percent of Venezuela’s
30 million inhabitants. 

“Criminal hands” then knocked out trans-
formers as repairs were going on, he said,
alleging the “sly terrorist attacks” had the
goal of “destabilizing” the country. His com-
munication minister, Jorge Rodriguez, tweet-
ed images of electrical installations con-
sumed by flames. Vice President Delcy
Rodriguez tweeted that a 24-hour closure of
schools and workplaces to take a load off
the grid would be extended another 24
hours, “based on the scale of the damage.” 

The first blackout, between March 7 and
14, resulted in more than a dozen hospital
patients, including those needing dialysis or
intensive care, dying, and desperate citizens
turning to sewer outfalls to get water. On
Tuesday, Caracas and other cities were par-
alyzed once more. Public transport and
water supplies were disrupted. Buildings
without generators - including many hospi-
tals - were plunged into gloom.

Junior Veliz, an unemployed man standing
outside a Caracas hospital, told AFP that his
newborn daughter “died because (the hospi-
tal) didn’t have heating at the time the power
went out-she died of respiratory arrest
when the power went out.” Nearby, a patient
with renal failure, Beatriz Reyes, said “we’re
waiting for the electricity to come back so

they can give us dialysis.” Streets in the cap-
ital were largely empty. Shops were shut-
tered. “It’s a real catastrophe, a humanitarian
crisis,” said Noe de Souza, the 36-year-old
owner of one of the rare bakeries still open.
NetBlocks, an organization that monitors the
internet, said it had detected a “severe
impact” to the telecoms network across 18
of Venezuela’s 23 states.

In the last blackout, Maduro also had said
the Guri plant was targeted. Then, he
accused the United States of launching a
“cybernetic” attack against it, and the oppo-
sition of being behind acts of “sabotage.” He
promised to protect infrastructure with a
specially created military unit. Analysts said
that while a US attack was possible it was
unlikely, adding that years of underinvest-
ment, poor management and corruption was
the more likely culprits. This time, Maduro’s
government again pointed the finger at the
opposition. But opposition leader Juan
Guaido - recognized as Venezuela’s interim
president by the US and its allies - rejected
that as unbelievable.

“They are not giving any sensible, credi-
ble explanation,” he said. “When it’s not a
‘cyberattack’ or an ‘electromagnetic pulse’
it’s ‘sabotage,’ despite them militarizing more
and more the electricity stations.” He said he
had information from workers in the state
electricity company Corpoelec that some
transformers had overloaded. In the streets,
Venezuelans appeared midway between
rage and resignation. “This is too much,” said
Leo, a 19-year-old employee in a Caracas
restaurant that was forced to close as its
fridges warmed up. “The meat and chicken -
all the food is rotting. It’s a total loss.”—AFP

New blackout grips Venezuela
as Maduro blames ‘terrorists’ 

Morocco’s
diverse Catholic
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awaits Pope

RABAT: Moroccan students attend class at the ‘The Mohammed VI Institute for the Training of
Imams Morchidines and Morchidates’ in the Moroccan capital Rabat. Pope Francis is due to
visit the North African country on March 30-31 at the invitation of King Mohammed VI. — AFP 


