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SANGLA HILL, Pakistan - The people gathered inside Holy Spirit Church were quiet and 
somber. The altar was covered in debris. Pictures of Jesus and Mary lay in a heap nearby. Torn 
copies of the Bible were scattered about. 

"We have never seen anything like this," Boota Masih, 48, said.  

"We have wailed and we have cried," he said, of his fellow Christians in Sangla Hill, a dusty 
market town 140 miles south of the capital, Islamabad, after the church was ransacked. 

A mob of about 1,500 Muslims - urged on by local clerics who announced over their mosque's 
public address system that a Christian had desecrated a Koran - not only attacked the church 
here, but also gutted a Presbyterian Church and one belonging to the Salvation Army. A convent 
school, a nun's hostel and half a dozen houses were set on fire.  

The Nov. 12 attacks sent shockwaves through the country's Christian minority, leaving them 
with a sense of insecurity. And once again, blasphemy laws were blamed for worsening sectarian 
relations in this country, where Christians, Hindus and other minorities make up 3 percent of the 
population, while an overwhelming 97 percent is Muslim. 

Under the penal code, desecration of the Koran is punishable by life imprisonment. Any insult to 
the Prophet Muhammad is punishable by death.  

Many Christians say the laws are simply used to justify attacks on them, out of religious or 
personal animosity.  

The archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan Williams, visiting Pakistan in December, asked Pakistan's 
president, Gen. Pervez Musharraf, to review the law. 

"My response is one of great shock, great dismay that this can still go on," Archbishop Williams 
said in an interview with the British Broadcasting Corporation. "It is part of the history of the 
abuse of the blasphemy laws in Pakistan, which I think is widely recognized in this country as a 
major problem, which this country has to tackle." 



"The problem is not so much about the idea of a law against blasphemy," he said, "as about a law 
whose penalty is so severe and whose practice gives so much scope for allowing people to settle 
private scores." 

That, some residents of Sangla Hill say, is what happened in November; 88 people have been 
charged with ransacking and burning churches and property, and 3 police officials were 
suspended for negligence.  

A local Christian man, Yousaf Masih, 45, was identified as the desecrator, but in sometimes 
conflicting accounts, his relatives said the allegations were invented by a man who owed Mr. 
Masih a gambling debt. "My brother is totally innocent," said one of Mr. Masih's brothers, 
Zulfiqar Humayun, 35. Mr. Masih is now under arrest at an undisclosed location. 

But local Muslims say that on the day before the violence - a Friday, Islam's holy day - Mr. 
Masih set on fire a room used for storing old copies of the Koran after a shouting match with the 
man who owed him money. The next day, a local politician spread the account in a speech, and 
soon, the mob began its work.  

The town's main Muslim cleric, Mufti Muhammad Zulfiqar Rizvi, a soft-spoken 63-year-old 
with a flowing dark-red beard and a curling moustache, said the mob was made up of "people 
from outside."  

"Our religion, Islam, teaches us to protect the lives and property of minorities," he said.  

Whoever they were, the attackers were methodical and precise. It took them just four hours to 
sweep through the town, leaving behind a trail of destruction. 

Mr. Masih's house was gutted; the houses of two of his brothers were also set on fire. "They used 
a special chemical," said one brother, Tariq, 27, describing a reddish-orange flammable 
substance that was splattered on the walls of his house. 

Similar stains could be seen on the walls of St. Anthony's high school, where fire had blackened 
ceilings. 

"I am broken," said the headmistress, Sister Anthony Edward, 68, a frail woman with a quivering 
voice. "Ninety percent of the pupils of the school were Muslims. I don't know what is behind 
this." 

At the Presbyterian church, in a nearby neighborhood, the Rev. Tajammal Pervez was bitter. 
Several calls to police officials seeking security for his church and residence were unheeded, he 
said. 

"It is the incompetence of police," said Reverend Pervez, 54. He was standing in the rubble of 
what used to be his bedroom. The charred roof had fallen in. Trunks and cupboards, their locks 
broken, had been set on fire; nothing remained except for the wreckage of burned furniture. "A 
friend bought these clothes for me that I am wearing," he said.  



Christians have been living for generations alongside Muslims in Sangla Hill, according to 
Reverend Pervez, and relations were cordial. But the violence changed everything, he said. 

"The good are a few, the bad ones are more," he said.  
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