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Egypt attack: Gunman targets Coptic Christians in church 
and shop 

BBC (29.12.2017) - http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-42511813 - Nine 

people have been killed in two attacks on Coptic Christians in Helwan district, 

south of Cairo, Egypt's interior ministry has said. 

 

Six civilians and a policeman died when a gunman tried to storm a church but was 

intercepted and arrested, it said. 

 

It said the man had previously attacked a Coptic-owned shop in the same area, killing 

two brothers. 

 

The so-called Islamic State (IS) has claimed its "soldiers" carried out the church attack. 

 

The interior ministry's account differs from an earlier version of events given by Egypt's 

health ministry. 

 

The initial report said 12 were dead, and suggested there were two attackers. It said one 

had been killed, and the other fled but was later captured. 

 

More than 100 Christians have been killed in Egypt in the past year, with most attacks 

claimed by the local branch of IS militants. 

 

Security forces have reinforced checkpoints in place around the capital in response to the 

attacks. 

 

They announced plans earlier this week to protect festivities around the New Year and, 

on 7 January, Coptic Christmas. They include the deployment of rapid-reaction forces, 

combat troops and jamming equipment. 

 

Conflicting accounts 

 

According to the interior ministry statement, the first attack on Friday took place at a 

household appliances shop. Then the attacker headed to the Saint Mina Coptic church, 

where he attempted "to trespass the church's perimeter security". 

 

"The security forces have dealt with the attacker and managed to arrest him after he was 

injured," the ministry said.orces are on guard around the capital  

 

But it said that seven people, including an auxiliary policeman, had been killed and four 

injured as the gunman opened fire at the church.  

 

The attacker also had an explosive device, a machine gun and 150 rounds, it added.  

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-42511813
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The ministry suggested he was known to security services, saying he was "one of the 

most active terrorist elements and he carried out several terrorist attacks which resulted 

in the martyrdom of a number of policemen and civilians".  

 

However, the interior ministry account contradicts earlier ones from officials and 

witnesses, who spoke of a higher death toll and more than one attacker.  

 

Video footage has also emerged appearing to show one gunman lying dead at the scene 

and another alleged attacker fleeing in a red car. 

 

String of attacks  

 

In the wake of Friday's attacks, President Abdul Fattah al-Sisi offered condolences to 

family members and vowed to continue "cleansing the country of terrorism and 

extremism". 

 

Egypt's Copts have in the past accused the authorities of making only token gestures to 

protect them and these incidents will not help calm tensions, our correspondent Radwa 

Gamal says. 

 

Egypt is a Muslim-majority country and its Christian minority - mostly members of the 

Coptic Orthodox Church - make up around 10% of the population.  

 

Last Easter, on Palm Sunday, at least 45 people died in twin attacks on Coptic churches 

in Alexandria and the Nile Delta city of Tanta. At least 29 Copts were killed on a bus en 

route to a monastery in central Egypt in May, and a Coptic Orthodox priest was stabbed 

to death in Cairo in October. 

 

The attacks have been blamed on, and in many cases claimed by, Islamists affiliated with 

IS. 

 

Behind the attack on Prince Tadros church: the sound of 
a bell or the absence of law? 

Mada (25.12.2017) -  http://bit.ly/2pwq9wu - A house that had been used as a place of 

worship by Christians in the village of Waslin, Atfieh in Giza was attacked and three 

worshippers assaulted on Friday. The Giza prosecution continues its investigations with 

15 defendants accused of attacking the church, while Eid Attiya, the owner of the land on 

which the makeshift church was built was detained on Sunday for four days pending 

investigations into charges of building without a license, according to Ishak Ibrahim, 

religious freedoms researcher at the Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights.  

 

The attackers viewed the place as a project to build a church and a project that had to be 

stopped. However, the Atfieh diocese said in a statement on Friday that prayers have 

been held here since 2001, and that after a long-awaited law concerning the building and 

restoration of churches was issued in September of last year, the diocese submitted a 

request to obtain a permit for the church. 

 

The diocese lawyer Hany Samir told Mada Masr that the church was built in 2001 on a 

piece of land owned by Eid, which he then sold to the Atfieh diocese with a contract 

signed by the two parties in 2014. The prosecution confirmed the validity of the 

signatures on the contract. 

 

On Saturday, the prosecution interrogated six individuals suspected of attacking the 

church, accusing them of illegal gathering, thuggery, destruction of private property, 

http://bit.ly/2pwq9wu
https://www.facebook.com/AtfehDioceseOfficialPage/posts/806949726152101
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beating the victims and entering an inhabited building with the aim of committing a 

crime, in addition to abusing religion to incite strife, according to Al Masry Al Youm 

newspaper. South Giza prosecution ordered the six men to four days detention pending 

investigations, according to privately owned Al-Shorouk newspaper. 

 

We heard a bell 

 

In its statement describing the incident, the Atfieh diocese said that “hundreds of 

individuals gathered in front of the building after the Friday prayers, chanting hostile 

chants, demanding the demolition of the church, then raiding the place, destroying its 

contents, and beating the Christians present there.”   

 

In a television interview with the MEsat channel on Saturday, the Bishop of Atfieh, Anba 

Zusima, said that prayers have been conducted regularly in the church since its 

establishment in 2001, adding that there are about 350 Christian families in the village. 

He went on to say that mass has been held every Saturday at the church for the past 

year, attended by 200 to 500 people.  

 

The diocese submitted the papers of the church to legalize its situation after the adoption 

of the law on building churches in late 2016. 

 

Ahmed Emara, a teacher at an Al-Azhar-affiliated religious institute in Wasalin, denies 

that the building was a church where prayers had been held since 2001. In a telephone 

conversation with Mada Masr, he said, “This talk is absolutely not true. True, there is a 

priest who comes to them every Saturday, but this has only been going on for one year. 

We know that it is not a church, but an association distributing goods to the poor.”  

“Also, six months ago we heard that this house hosts a church, and when we asked the 

owner of the building, he told us that he had built it for his children when they get 

married,” he added. 

 

Emara, who owns a plot of land adjacent to the church, objects to the building of a 

church “in our midst,” and in a residential space, saying “I wish they had tried to build it 

somewhere more remote, that would have been acceptable. But to build it in a populated 

area where there is a large mosque and an Al-Azhar Institute, would be an insult to the 

people living here.” 

 

“The nearest church is a kilometer away,” Anba Zusima said in his televised remarks 

“and the people of the village of Waslin would have to walk this distance to be able to 

pray. There is no transportation available for them except the toktok, which means 

people would have to pay LE10 to get there, plus another LE10 to come back. This is 

quite a sum for them to pay, and it would amount to about LE100 for a family to go and 

pray.” 

 

According to eyewitness accounts, local Muslim anger was triggered by news that the 

church had installed a bell. Anba Zusima, however, said that the two-story building was 

without a tower and there is no place to install a bell. Emara insisted in his conversation 

with Mada Masr that a few days before the incident, people heard the sound of a church 

bell.  

 

Ibrahim, religious freedoms researcher at EIPR, says that what happened in Atfieh has 

become increasingly common, Muslim residents of villages attack places that had been 

used as Christian places of worship when they feel that they will be granted a permit, in 

accordance with the new church building law. He notes that there have been 22 attacks 

on places dedicated to Christian prayer since church-building law was issued in 

September last year. Ibrahim added that since the law was passed, “places of prayer” 

have been closed indefinitely by authorities under the pretext that no decision was taken 

regarding its legal registration. 

http://www.almasryalyoum.com/news/details/1235617
http://www.almasryalyoum.com/news/details/1235617
http://www.shorouknews.com/news/view.aspx?cdate=24122017&id=c09e58df-f258-4c11-93fa-63532697b968
https://www.facebook.com/AtfehDioceseOfficialPage/posts/806949726152101
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZRFJDQfwsRg
https://www-madamasr-com.cdn.ampproject.org/c/s/www.madamasr.com/en/2016/08/26/news/u/egypts-cabinet-approves-church-building-law/
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No reconciliation session, yet 

 

Emara relates that after the sound of a bell was heard, people began to circulate calls on 

Facebook and text messages to rally after Friday prayers and demonstrate in front of the 

church building, pointing out that “security had approved the gathering.” 

 

Eid Abdel Shahid, a Christian resident of the village, told Mada Masr that they had 

informed security forces of the calls for demonstrations in front of the church about a 

week ago, adding “Members of State Security, the police and the mayor’s guards were 

posted in front of the church. However, five minutes before the end of the Friday prayer, 

they all withdrew, leaving the church to the crowd, and the church cameras have 

recorded all this.” 

 

Emara recalls the events of the day. “People came out from Friday prayers and security 

knew they were headed to the church. On their way there, they invited everyone they 

met to join them: tuk tuk drivers, people coming back from their land. And by 11pm we 

were surprised to find security arresting some of the people who were there —maybe 

they arrested the young people who acted recklessly and did some acts of vandalism.” 

 

Anba Zusima also confirmed that security forces were aware of the calls to gather and 

mobilize in front of the church. He said that the ambulance was unable to reach the 

church to transfer the three people wounded in the attack, until security dispersed the 

crowd. 

 

Lawyer Samir says that the diocese refused to hold an informal reconciliation session, the 

customary method of settling sectarian incidents adopted by the state. Abdel Shahid 

confirmed to Mada Masr that a number of Muslims in the village requested to hold a 

reconciliation session with diocese officials who refused.  

 

Ramy Kamel, head of the Maspero Youth Association for Development, told Mada Masr, 

“MP Abdel Wahab Khalil proposed holding an informal reconciliation session where 

Christians give up their legal claims, but the church refused. So the MP turned up the 

pressure, and even said that the Muslims will have a more violent reaction if one of their 

own is detained.”  

 

Samir told Mada Masr that it is possible that the Copts will eventually accept the 

reconciliation proposal and give up their legal claim because of the pressure they are 

facing. 

 

Emara thinks the probable reconciliation will still not be the end of the problem. He says, 

“Even if a reconciliation is reached, the residents will never accept that a church is built 

in their village.” 

 

Egyptian Parliament to enact law to criminalise atheism 

By Olusegun Abisoye 

 

The Independent (23.12.2017) - http://bit.ly/2DKA0BQ - The Committee on Religion in 

the Egyptian Parliament has disclosed plans to pass into law, a bill that makes atheism a 

criminal offence in the North African nation. 

 

Current Egyptian law says atheists can be prosecuted for expressing their disbelief in 

public but the committee’s proposal would go further and criminalise disbelief itself. 

 

http://bit.ly/2DKA0BQ
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It would be recalled that in 2014, little more than a week after Abdel-Fattah el-Sisi was 

sworn in as Egypt’s President, the government announced that it was preparing a 

national plan to crush every form atheism. 

 

A few months later Al-Shabab, a government-linked newspaper, stated that atheists were 

“the country’s second enemy after the Muslim Brotherhood” and quoted a psychologist 

saying that “atheism leads to mental imbalances and paranoia”. 

 

As part of its effort to suppress the Muslim Brotherhood the Sisi regime began promoting 

a version of Islam that is often characterised as “moderate” – though “militantly 

mainstream” might be a better term. 

 

Saudi Arabia adopted a similar position in 2014 when “promotion of atheist thought” 

became officially classified as an act of terrorism. 

  

 

Hundreds attacked church in Giza 

 
 

Egypt Independent (23.12.2017) - http://bit.ly/2kQCSFw - The Archbishop of Atfeeh 

issued a statement on Friday afternoon saying the Church of al-Amir Tadros (Prince 

Tadros) in the Kafr al-Waselin village in Giza was attacked by a mob who gathered on 

Friday at noon outside the church while chanting hostile slogans that demanded the 

demolition of the church.  

  

According to the statement, hundreds broke into the church, destroyed its contents, and 

beat the Christians who were present. 
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Security forces arrived and dispersed the mob while the injured were transferred to 

hospital, the statement added. 

  

Sources explained that prayers have been held for nearly 15 years in the church, adding 

that church officials had submitted a request to legalize it in accordance with the law. 

 

Edited translation from Al-Masry Al-Youm 

 

 

Teenager's murder 'aimed to intimidate Copts ahead of 
Christmas', says his pastor 

 

 
Murdered 14-year-old Ishak Nashaat Birwan, who drove a 'tuk-tuk' taxi (World 

Watch Monitor)  

  

World Watch Monitor (22.12.2017) - The body of 14-year-old Ishak Nashaat Birwan was 

found on Wednesday (20 December), 11 days after he disappeared, in a canal near 

where he lived in Izziyah, a large Christian village near Manfalout in Asyut. 

  

Samir Fekry, Ishak's cousin, told World Watch Monitor that the body was taken to the 

morgue at the public hospital in Manfalout for a post-mortem. 

  

"Ishak's body had facial deformities, it had no eyes and there were signs of torture on 

different parts of his body," he said. 

  

Fekry said Ishak's family went to the police the day after his disappearance but "none of 

them did anything to help us investigate the matter". 

  

People told us later that on 9 December, three young men asked Ishak for a lift in his 

tuk-tuk, Fekry said. "Ishak then disappeared and there was no word from him," he 

added. "We tried to call him many times but his mobile phone was turned off. We 

searched for him everywhere in our village and the villages nearby, but we couldn't find 

him." 
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Ishak's body was released from the morgue after a day and his funeral at Evangelical 

Presbyterian Church in Izziyah village was attended by large crowds of people. 

  

 
Crowd outside the church to mourn murdered 14-year-old Ishak Nashaat 

Birwan (World Watch Monitor)  

  

The church's pastor, Rev. Adel Rafaat, told World Watch Monitor: "Ishak was a very good 

young man, he was one of our church members. He was loved by all of us and he loved 

everybody. He always had a smile. 

  

"Ishak was targeted and killed because of his faith, because he is Christian. They wanted 

to spoil the joy of our coming Christmas. Extremists chose a young man from our village 

specifically because our village is a big Christian village and their aim was to turn 

Christmas joy of the villagers to sadness." 

  

Fekry expressed frustration with the authorities for not taking more action to find his 

cousin. He said: "Ishak had no enemies ... After kidnapping him, none of the kidnappers 

contacted us demanding any ransom for his return. So why he was killed? Was it because 

he is a Christian? We demand the government find the killer and the cause of the killing 

and how he disappeared for 10 days until he was found dead." 
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Crowd outside the church at 14-year-old Ishak Nashaat Birwan's funeral (World 

Watch Monitor)  

  

  

 

 

Rivalry for religious dominance in Egypt 

Egypt’s religious institutions are competing for authority and trying to secure 

their positions in the religious public space. 

 

BY KARIM EL TAKI 

 

Sada (21.12.2017) - On November 15, Egypt’s Supreme Council for Media Regulation 

(SCMR) presented a list of 50 ulema exclusively appointed to issue fatwas on television. 

Though the SCMR has since said it could expand the list in the future, this move by the 

independent albeit pro-regime body is unprecedented in Egypt, where ulema had 

previously not needed any such authorization. The list, jointly compiled by al-Azhar and 

Dar al-Ifta, excluded members of the Ministry of Religious Endowments (Awqaf). The 

ministry responded the next day by issuing its own two recommended lists for the SCMR: 

one comprised of 21 ulema who should be allowed to pronounce fatwas and one of 115 

ulema who should be able to present “general” religious programming short of fatwas. 

 

The restriction of the right to issue fatwas on television—which means more media 

exposure and domination over religious discourse—to a few ulema has exacerbated 

preexisting antagonism between al-Azhar and the Ministry of Religious Endowments, 

which compete for religious authority. Whereas the ministry controls mosques and 

religious endowments and is part of the regime’s executive branch, al-Azhar, Egypt’s 

leading institution for Islamic teaching and preaching, is eager to maintain some 

autonomy from the state. 

http://www.youm7.com/3512742
https://www.elwatannews.com/news/details/2718410
http://www.youm7.com/3512742
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In the list it drew up with Dar al-Ifta—Egypt’s official body tasked with issuing fatwas, 

whose Grand Mufti is elected by al-Azhar—al-Azhar omitted a number of ulema who are 

close to the regime. For instance, President Abdel Fattah el-Sisi’s advisor for religious 

affairs, Usama al-Azhari, and senior officials of the Ministry of Religious Endowments, 

including Minister Mohamed Mokhtar Gomaa, were all excluded. Usama al-Azhari in 

particular was deemed unfit to deliver fatwas because his doctorate is in principles of 

faith (usul al-din) and not in Islamic law (sharia) or comparative jurisprudence (fiqh 

muqaran)—even though some individuals who did make al-Azhar’s list do not hold any 

doctorate at all. The Ministry of Religious Endowments responded by putting Gomaa and 

al-Azhari on its own fatwa list. Remarking that “al-Azhar’s list did not include anyone 

from the Ministry of Religious Endowments,” the head of the ministry’s religious sector, 

Gaber Taye, stressed that “it would have been better, more appropriate, and more 

decent to have complete cooperation between the three institutions [al-Azhar, Dar al-

Ifta, and the Ministry of Religious Endowments].” He also said that there is no need for 

any lists at all, implying that the ministry’s lists were merely necessary to obstruct what 

it views as al-Azhar’s attempt to dominate religious discourse. 

 

The SCMR’s attempt to regulate fatwa issuance seems to respond to Sisi’s call for a 

“renewal of religious discourse,” which al-Azhar perceived as an encroachment by the 

president on its prerogatives. Sisi appointed the members of the SCMR, which was 

created by parliamentary legislation and signed into law by the president in December 

2016. The head of the SCMR, Makram Mohamed Ahmed, justified its move to restrain the 

ulema’s access to television as a necessary measure to promote “moderation” over 

“extremism,” adding that “we cannot accept that some of our ulema, used by the Muslim 

Brotherhood, control the nation’s mind.” Although Ahmed insinuated that the list targets 

the Brotherhood, the SCMR’s move instead specifically targets ulema who issue 

controversial fatwas. Ahmed provided the examples of a fatwa from September 2017 

allowing a man to be intimate with his wife after her death, and of another fatwa issued 

in November permitting a marriage between a man and his daughter if she was born of 

an illicit relationship. In this context, each religious institution has seized the opportunity 

created by the SCMR’s restriction of access to television to promote its own position in 

the religious public space. 

 

Al-Azhar has so far been reluctant to comply with the regime’s wish that it fully endorse 

the president’s religious initiatives and reform its religious curricula accordingly. Minister 

of Culture Helmy al-Namnam complained in August 2016 that “nothing has been done 

since the president called for renewing religious discourse.” Sisi himself tacitly criticized 

al-Azhar for not supporting him. In different speeches advocating a “religious revolution” 

and reforming the Islamic divorce procedure, the president told al-Azhar’s ulema and 

Grand Imam Ahmed al-Tayyib, “I will argue with you before God,” “you torture me,” and 

“you wear me out.”   

 

Despite the regime’s pressure, however, the one-thousand-year-old institution has so far 

been able to preserve some of its autonomy. Al-Azhar insists that religious reform can 

only be induced by ulema, not politicians. In February, al-Azhar successfully opposed 

Sisi’s request to ban the practice of verbal announcement of divorce in favor of a formal 

legal procedure. In April, pro-Sisi parliamentarian Mohamed Abu Hamed proposed a draft 

law that aimed to restructure al-Azhar and bring it under closer state control, which Al-

Azhar successfully lobbied parliamentarians to reject. Were it adopted, the law would 

have weakened al-Azhar’s Grand Imam by capping his tenure, currently unlimited, at 

twelve years and introducing a mechanism to sanction and impeach him for misconduct. 

In addition, the law would have increased the president’s leverage over al-Azhar by 

giving him the authority to appoint five members of its Supreme Council, a body that 

designs the institution’s strategy for preaching and religious teaching. 

 

https://youtu.be/-WzXNJEp9kk
https://youtu.be/0K9vXluZ6Ms
https://youtu.be/u2uNpEdgE3s
http://www.sis.gov.eg/Story/107014?lang=en-us
http://www.ahram.org.eg/NewsQ/405155.aspx
http://www.almasryalyoum.com/news/details/1063125
https://youtu.be/vyUYcKqlHWg
http://www.huffpostarabi.com/2017/09/17/story_n_18022384.html
http://arabic.euronews.com/2017/11/04/egyptian-cleric-says-men-can-marry-their-own-daughters
https://www.economist.com/news/middle-east-and-africa/21717081-sisi-versus-sheikhs-reforming-islam-egypt
https://youtu.be/qqB52PwOVhM
http://www.dailymotion.com/video/x54ovkf
https://youtu.be/7qfMgKfWorY
http://www.ahram.org.eg/NewsQ/577617.aspx
http://www.almasryalyoum.com/news/details/1123785
http://www.almasryalyoum.com/news/details/1123785
http://carnegie-mec.org/diwan/70103
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The rift between al-Azhar and the regime also manifests in the former’s relationship with 

the Ministry of Religious Endowments. In July 2016, the ministry proposed imposing 

uniform written sermons on mosques across the country with a view to combat 

“extremism,” but al-Azhar’s Council of Senior Ulema categorically rejected it, as did other 

al-Azhar ulema who deemed the idea to be “creativity-killing” and “humiliating.” 

However, the ministry went on issuing uniform written sermons, reaffirming that 

mosques fall under its authority—although some imams affiliated with al-Azhar have not 

been using the ministry’s sermons consistently. Similarly, al-Azhar and the ministry 

battled over who would control the proposed Academy of Preachers, which would have 

provided training in preaching (dawa) but was never formed due to these disagreements. 

In this race for dominance over religious media discourse, each party has held on to its 

authority. Yet the rift between the regime and al-Azhar is not being made obvious. 

President Sisi’s comments directed at al-Azhar’s Grand Imam Ahmed al-Tayyib are 

camouflaged under outward friendliness. “I love you, I respect you, and I admire you,” 

Sisi told al-Tayyib. Similarly, despite his measured criticism of al-Azhar, Gaber Taye, a 

senior official at the Ministry of Religious Endowments, affirmed that “al-Azhar is the 

direction to which we turn [our qibla], and al-Azhar’s sheikh is our sheikh.” Al-Azhar’s 

strategy is resistance, not confrontation: it wants to protect what it considers to be its 

domain, while avoiding forceful reforms and expanded control by Sisi. As for the regime, 

it likewise does not want a full-scale conflict with al-Azhar: not only does it lack the 

necessary religious legitimacy that al-Azhar enjoys, but it fears that delegitimizing al-

Azhar would leave a vacuum in religious authority that “extremist” ulema would surely 

want to fill. 

 

Karim El Taki is a PhD student in Politics and International Studies at the University of 

Cambridge. Follow him on Twitter @karimeltaki. 

 

21 churches receive long-delayed government approval 

to build 

World Watch Monitor (29.11.2017) - http://bit.ly/2zGzAtZ - Twenty-one churches in 

Egypt’s southern rural Minya governorate can restore, expand and rebuild their churches 

after receiving approval from the Minya Governor. 

Governor Essam al-Bedeiwi approved the 21 applications over the last six months. Some 

of the churches had been waiting for more than 20 years for a permit to come through. 

On 17 November an evangelical church in Tama, Sohag governorate, also received 

permission to renovate its building. 

Some analysts note that the approvals have preceded several visits by international 

evangelical delegations to Cairo. 

Last week, leaders from evangelical churches around the world met Egypt’s President 

Abdel Fattah el-Sisi in Cairo, as part of the celebrations marking 500 years since the 

Reformation. This followed a visit in early November by a delegation of Christian 

evangelicals from the US to meet evangelical leaders in Egypt. 

US Vice President Mike Pence is also scheduled to go to Cairo in late December. 

A local source told World Watch Monitor that Egypt’s President is keen to “show the US 

that Egypt is standing with the Christians and that there is no persecution in Minya 

governorate”. 

Meanwhile the Coptic community in Minya has seen many of its churches forcibly closed 

or set on fire. Some of them have been reopened but others are still waiting for a permit. 

http://www.youm7.com/story/2016/7/26/%D9%87%D9%8A%D8%A6%D8%A9-%D9%83%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%A1-%D8%AA%D8%B5%D8%AF%D8%B1-%D9%82%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%8B%D8%A7-%D8%A8%D8%A5%D8%AC%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A2%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%A1-%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9%81%D8%B6-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AE%D8%B7%D8%A8%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D9%83%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%A8%D8%A9/2817014
http://www.shorouknews.com/news/view.aspx?cdate=14072016&id=2fd38c59-1ad9-4f56-9891-3f6d5e2d1eec
https://www.elwatannews.com/news/details/1304287
https://www.elwatannews.com/news/details/1304287
http://www.tahrirnews.com/Posts/printing/708404/%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D9%85%D8%B5%D8%B1+%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%B2%D9%87%D8%B1-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%8A%D9%81+%D8%B9%D8%A8%D8%AF-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81%D8%AA%D8%A7%D8%AD-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%25
http://www.dailymotion.com/video/x54ovkf
https://youtu.be/0K9vXluZ6Ms
http://bit.ly/2zGzAtZ
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Last month, in one weekend alone, four Coptic churches were closed by local authorities 

in Upper Egypt seeking to ease tensions between Muslim and Christian villagers. In 

response, the Bishop of Minya, Anba Macarius, said: “It is as though worship is a crime 

that Copts have to be penalised for.” 

As World Watch Monitor reported last year, it is almost impossible for Christians to obtain 

a license to build a church in Egypt. But last year, Egypt’s parliament approved a law 

relating to the building and renovating of churches, and in October a cabinet committee 

met to start work on the legalisation of unlicensed churches. 

Copts grieve with mosque victims 

Meanwhile Coptic churches around the country rang their bells at noon on Saturday (25 

November) in solidarity with the victims of Friday’s attack on the al-Rawda Mosque in 

North Sinai. The attack killed at least 309 people and injured 128. 

In a statement, the Church “offered its sincere condolences” to the bereaved families, 

adding that its members were “praying for a speedy recovery of the wounded”, the Egypt 

Independent reported. 

A local IS affiliate known as Sinai Province has attempted to impose its hardline 

interpretation of Islam on Egypt’s North Sinai population around El-Arish, Sinai’s largest 

city and approximately 80km east of Bir al-Abed, where the attack took place. 

Hundreds of Christians fled the area and re-located to Port Said in late February and 

March, after Islamists posted videos and leaflets telling Copts to leave the area or be 

killed. 

In October, an attack on a Coptic Church in El-Arish was repelled by state security forces 

stationed outside the building. 

World Watch Monitor has reported how IS is also trying to establish a foothold in Upper 

Egypt, an area “marginalised” by politicians, lacking in security and in which many people 

are poor and uneducated. 

On Ascension Day (26 May) a bus attack killed 29 Copts travelling to a monastery in 

Minya. 

Talk show host dismissed 

A TV talk-show host was temporarily dismissed after she questioned why Muslims were 

the target of Friday’s attack, saying: “We have heard about … attacks against Copts and 

their churches, and we considered it directed at non-Muslims, the followers of another 

religion and seen as their [IS affiliate] enemies. But [now they attack] Muslims! How 

could they?!” 

The owner and head of the Sada al-Balad channel, Abdul-Enein, said the matter was 

under investigation and that the host had been sent on leave. In a statement, he added: 

“In Egypt, we all are one people – no difference between Muslims and Christians. We are 

all equal and live together in peace. Terrorism or aggression against peaceful individuals 

is a criminal action not only in Egypt but in the whole world.” 

This isn’t the first time controversy has been sown by the comments of a talk-show host. 

In June, the powerful Islamic cleric Sheikh Salem Abdul Jalil appeared in court on 

charges of making anti-Christian comments on his TV show, causing the TV channel to 

end its contract with him and send an apology to all “Christian brothers”. 

It came at the same time as the submission of a bill to the Egyptian government scholars 

at Cairo’s Al-Azhar University, the pre-eminent seat of Sunni Islamic learning, which 
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“aims to reaffirm the total incompatibility between the violence justified by religious 

arguments and Islamic law”. 

 

The dangerous myths about Sufi Muslims 

By H.A. Hellyer 

 

The Atlantic (27.11.2017) - http://theatln.tc/2Aia1QN - The attack on Al Rawdah mosque 

in the Sinai last Friday, during which Islamists claimed at least 305 lives, was quite 

possibly the deadliest terrorist atrocity in modern Egyptian history and one of the largest 

terrorist attacks worldwide. Because the mosque was often frequented by Muslims linked 

to a Sufi order, the massacre also brought to light the deeply flawed ways Sufism is 

discussed—both by those who denigrate Sufism and by those who admire it. 

Extremist groups like ISIS promote the idea that Sufism is a heterodox form of Islam, 

and then go further to declare Sufis legitimate targets. But it’s not just violent extremists 

who foster the heterodoxy misconception. In Saudi Arabia, for example, crown prince 

Mohammed bin Salman claimed on Sunday that “the greatest danger of extremist 

terrorism is in distorting the reputation of our tolerant religion”—yet intolerance with 

regard to Sufism is the bedrock of much of the purist Salafi approach that underpins the 

Saudi religious establishment. 

That’s not to say that all those who self-describe as “Salafi” claim that Sufism ought to 

be met with violence. But many, if not most, deny its centrality within Sunni Islam. 

Certainly the vast majority of the Saudi religious establishment espouses that kind of 

belief, which is a massive challenge that the crown prince will have to tackle if he’s 

serious about his promise to spread “moderate” Islam. 

The birth of the purist Salafi movement (which many pejoratively describe as 

“Wahhabism”) saw preachers inspired by the message of 18th-century figure Muhammad 

bin Abdul Wahhab attacking Sufism writ large in an unprecedented way. While presenting 

themselves as the orthodox, these types of purist Salafis were actually engaging in a 

heterodox approach. Many of these figures had to ignore or rewrite large chunks of 

Islamic history in order to present Sufism and Sufis as beyond the pale. 

Ahmad bin Taymiyya, a commonly quoted authority for Salafis, for example, was 

reportedly a member of the Sufi order of Abdal Qadir al-Jilani. The Sufi affiliations of 

many medieval authorities have been airbrushed from history in several modern editions 

of their texts published by Salafi printing houses. Yet, there were virtually no prominent 

Muslim figures who cast aside Sufism in Islamic history. When followers of ibn Abdul 

Wahhab attempted to do so by describing Sufis as outside the faith, they were 

themselves decried by the overwhelming majority of Sunni Islamic scholarship as 

indulging in a type of heterodoxy because of their intolerance and revisionism. 

While some who portray Sufis as heterodox do so with malicious intent, many fans of 

Sufism in the West seem to agree that Sufis are heterodox—it’s just a type of heterodoxy 

that they prefer to the normative mainstream of Islamic thought, which they seem to 

think is different from Sufism. Ironically, the well-meaning nature of this misinformed 

perspective echoes the fallacy that extremists promote. 

And it is an extraordinary fallacy. Until relatively recently, it would have been unthinkable 

for students in Muslim communities to consider Sufism anything other than an integral 

part of a holistic Islamic education. The essentials of theology, practice, and spirituality—

that is, Sufism—were deemed basic, core elements of even elementary Islamic 

instruction. And religious figures known for their commitment to Sufism would not have 

been considered a minority; they would have been by far the norm. Indeed, the very 

http://theatln.tc/2Aia1QN
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label of an Egyptian “Sufi minority” being bandied about since the mosque attack is a 

peculiar one: Sufism isn’t a sect—it’s integral to mainstream Sunni Islam. 

 

The most famous Sufi in the West, as shown on Amazon bestseller lists, is Rumi, Afghan 

poet extraordinaire. Another renowned figure is Ibn Arabi, a Spaniard of the 12th 

century. But few in the West seem to realize that such figures, while indeed Sufis, were 

very much within the Islamic mainstream. Rumi, for example, was an author of fatwas 

and a specialist in an orthodox rite of Sunni Islamic law (the Hanafi school); Ibn Arabi 

was even more steeped in Sunni legal expertise, to the point where he was described by 

many medieval authorities as being capable of forming his own school of law. 

That doesn’t mean that Sufis were never singled out for criticism in traditional Islamic 

scholarship—they were. Those criticisms were issued by Sufi scholars themselves, much 

as expert jurists criticized what they saw as shoddy attempts in jurisprudence, and 

specialized theologians critiqued amateurish forays into theology. One modern critic, a 

famed Sufi of the Comoros, said, “If we were better Sufis, everyone else wouldn’t think 

we are anything but good Muslims.” 

Another myth is that Sufis are generally apolitical or eschew any martial activity. 

Historically, that certainly was not the case. Sufi figures like Abu-l-Hasan al-Shadhuli and 

Ibn Abdal Salam (the latter a famous jurist of his time) were at the forefront of 

campaigns to defend Egypt from the armies of King Louis of France. The Libyan struggle 

against the Italian fascist occupation was led by Sufis of the Sanusi order of Sufis, 

including the famed Omar al-Mukhtar. Shaykh Abdal Qadir al-Jaza’iri was a militant 

opponent of the French invasion of Algeria in the 19th century, while Imam Shamil of the 

Caucasus fought against the Russian incursion into his own land. But while they most 

certainly believed in that martial endeavour, and called it jihad, it was a jihad that meant 

that the likes of al-Jaza’iri fought to protect Christians; a jihad that meant that al-

Mukhtar refused to mistreat prisoners of war; in other words, a jihad that was 

constrained by the mainstream understanding of Sunni Islam.   

This activist trend among Sufis remains in existence today. In my own research over the 

years, I came across teachers of Sufi texts like Shaykh Seraj Hendricks of South Africa 

and Shaykh Emad Effat in Egypt. The former was detained for activism against apartheid, 

while the latter was killed in the midst of protests in late 2011. This is to say nothing of 

the scores of members of Sufi orders in Syria who participated in the Syrian 

revolutionary uprising against the Assad regime, as well as against ISIS. It is also true 

that some Sufi figures engaged in actively supporting autocrats and repressive 

governments—which other Sufis critiqued for what they saw as inconsistency. That 

critique has everything to do with what such Sufi figures see as orthodoxy and 

orthopraxy in the Islamic tradition. 

It’s too easy to cast Sufis as a quasi-sectarian group that is somehow detached from 

Islam. Sufism never betrayed Islamic orthodoxy; if anything, it is Islamic orthodoxy in its 

purest form. Both those who denigrate Sufis, like ISIS and the Saudi religious 

establishment, and those who admire Sufis, like Rumi-loving Westerners, would do well 

to finally recognize this. Otherwise, we all risk betraying Islamic history. 

 
 

Militants kill 305 at Sufi mosque in Egypt’s deadliest 
terrorist attack 

By Declan Walsh & Nour Youssef  
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New York Times (24.11.2017) - http://nyti.ms/2zvE7is - Militants detonated a bomb 

inside a crowded mosque in the Sinai Peninsula on Friday and then sprayed gunfire on 

panicked worshipers as they fled, killing at least 305 people and wounding at least 128 

others. Officials called it the deadliest terrorist attack in Egypt’s modern history. 

The scale and ruthlessness of the assault, in an area racked by an Islamist insurgency, 

sent shock waves across the nation — not just for the number of deaths but also for the 

choice of target. Attacks on mosques are rare in Egypt, where the Islamic State 

has targeted Coptic Christian churches and pilgrims but avoided Muslim places of 

worship. 

The attack injected a new element into Egypt’s struggle with militants because most of 

the victims were Sufi Muslims, who practice a mystical form of Islam that the Islamic 

State and other Sunni extremist groups deem heretical. And it underscored the failure of 

President Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, who has justified his harsh crackdown on political freedom 

in the name of crushing Islamic militancy, to deliver on his promises of security. 

“The scene was horrific,” said Ibrahim Sheteewi, a resident of Bir al-Abed, the small 

north Sinai town where the attack took place. “The bodies were scattered on the ground 

outside the mosque. I hope God punishes them for this.” 

Hours later, the Egyptian military carried out several airstrikes near Bir al-Abed targeting 

militants fleeing in four-wheel-drive vehicles, an Egyptian military official said. 

On Saturday, Egypt’s top prosecutor, Nabil Sadek, said in a statement that the death toll 

had risen and included at least 27 children. A witness said he had helped gather the 

bodies of 25 of them. 

Between 25 and 30 militants carried out the attack, the statement said. They barged in 

carrying automatic weapons and the Islamic State flag. 

“The perpetrators of the terrorist attack posted themselves in front of the door of the 

mosque and its 12 windows,” the statement said. 

World leaders condemned the mosque attack, with President Trump denouncing it as 

“horrible and cowardly.” He said later that it explained why the United States needed a 

border wall with Mexico and restrictions on immigration, which he referred to as “the 

ban.” 

Mr. Sisi has struggled to impose his authority over Sinai since he came to power in a 

military takeover in 2013. Islamist militants who had found a safe haven in Sinai for 

attacks on Israel then turned their guns on the Egyptian armed forces. 

But even by recent standards in Egypt, where militants have blown up Christian 

worshipers as they knelt at church pews and gunned down pilgrims in buses, the attack 

on Friday was unusually ruthless. 

“I can’t believe they attacked a mosque,” a Muslim cleric in Bir al-Abed said by phone, 

requesting anonymity for fear he could also be attacked. 

No group claimed responsibility for the attack, but in the past year a local affiliate of the 

Islamic State has killed a number of Sufis in the area and singled out the district where 

the attack took place as a potential target. 

The attack started midday during Friday Prayers when a bomb — probably set off by a 

suicide bomber, security officials said — ripped through Al Rawda mosque in Bir al-Abed, 

125 miles northeast of Cairo. As worshipers fled, they were confronted by masked 

gunmen who, witnesses said, had pulled up outside in five four-wheel-drive vehicles. 

http://nyti.ms/2zvE7is
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/04/15/world/middleeast/alexandria-egypt-coptic-church-suicide-bombing.html?action=click&contentCollection=Middle%20East&module=RelatedCoverage&region=EndOfArticle&pgtype=article
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/04/10/world/middleeast/egypt-christians-isis-palm-sunday-attacks-sisi.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/04/10/world/middleeast/egypt-christians-isis-palm-sunday-attacks-sisi.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/26/world/middleeast/egypt-coptic-christian-attack.html?_r=0
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The gunmen set fire to cars parked outside the mosque to hinder escape, and opened fire 

on ambulances as they arrived on the scene, a government official said on state 

television. 

Mayna Nasser, 40, who was shot twice in the shoulder, drifted in and out of 

consciousness as he was rushed to a hospital. “My children were there; my children were 

there,” he said, according to Samy, a volunteer emergency worker who drove him there 

and who declined to give his last name. 

Local emergency services were so overwhelmed that some of the wounded had to be 

transported to the hospital in the back of a cattle truck, he said. 

Many were taken to the general hospital in the main northern Sinai town of El Arish, 

where medics described chaotic scenes as staff struggled to deal with a flood of dead and 

wounded, many with extensive burns or severed limbs. 

“We are swamped,” said one medical official, speaking by phone on condition of 

anonymity. “We don’t know what to say. This is insane.” 

Other victims, like Mohammed Abdel Salam, a 22-year-old construction worker, ended up 

in a hospital in the nearby city of Ismailia. “I wish I never stopped to pray,” he said. “I’m 

not even a Sufi. I was just there by accident.” 

Mr. Sisi convened an emergency meeting of top security officials, including the interior 

minister, spy chief and defense minister. “The military and the police will take revenge,” 

he said in a televised speech. 

Until a spate of attacks on Christian churches this year, Egyptian militants had avoided 

large-scale assaults on Egyptian civilians, perhaps because such attacks tend to backfire. 

After a massacre in Luxor that killed 62 people, mostly tourists, in 1997, President Hosni 

Mubarak began a sweeping crackdown that crushed an Islamist insurgency centered in 

southern Egypt. 

When a new insurgency flared in north Sinai after the military takeover in 2013, its 

leaders were careful to focus their attacks on uniformed security forces. But as those 

militants embraced the Islamic State, also known as ISIS or ISIL, they have gradually set 

aside that lesson. 

An Islamist militia in Sinai, Ansar Beit al-Maqdis, pledged allegiance to the Islamic 

Statein 2014 and has since proved to be one of its most effective local affiliates. The 

group’s deadliest attack targeted a Russian jetliner that crashed shortly after takeoff 

from Sharm el Sheikh in 2015, killing all 224 people on board. 

In an interview published in an Islamic State magazine last January, a commander in 

Sinai outlined the group’s hatred for Sufis and their practices, including the veneration of 

tombs, the sacrificial slaughter of animals and what he termed “sorcery and 

soothsaying.” 

The interview, in English, identifies Rawda, the district where Friday’s attack occurred, as 

one of three areas where Sufis live in Sinai that the group intended to “eradicate.” 

It featured a photograph of a black hooded figure brandishing a sword over the kneeling 

figure of an elderly Sufi cleric, Sulayman Abu Hiraz, who was executed in Sinai in late 

2016. The Islamic State said the cleric, said to be 100 years old, had been killed for 

practicing witchcraft. 

Many residents of Bir al-Abed, on the main road through northern Sinai, are Bedouins 

from the Abu Greir tribe, which is predominantly Sufi. Residents said that despite recent 

Islamic State threats, the town had been largely peaceful. 
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The Islamic State, a Sunni movement, has long considered Sufis, along with Shiite 

Muslims, apostates, and has a history of attacking their mosques in other countries. Sufis 

may be Sunni or Shiite but most are Sunni. 

Since 2016, when the militant group released a video describing Sufism as a “disease,” it 

has claimed attacks that have killed at least 130 worshipers at Sufi shrines, most of them 

in Pakistan. Elsewhere, the Islamic State has made a spectacle of bulldozing Sufi shrines, 

describing their removal as a form of purifying the faith. 

Egyptian security forces have closely monitored Islamic State fighters returning from 

Syria and Iraq, amid worries that an influx of battle-hardened jihadis could insert a 

volatile new element into Egypt’s militant mix. 

In October, Mr. Sisi ordered a major reshuffle of his security team after an ambush in the 

desert left at least 16 Egyptian security officials dead. That attack was later claimed by a 

previously unknown group called Ansar al-Islam, which is believed to have links to Al 

Qaeda. 

Friday’s attack was a blow to Egypt’s hopes that it could stem the tide of Islamist 

violence in Sinai through the government’s sponsorship of a Palestinian peace 

initiative involving Hamas, the militant group that controls Gaza. 

Islamic State militants have previously used tunnels into Gaza to obtain weapons and get 

medical treatment for wounded fighters. One benefit for Egypt of the peace initiative, 

which Egypt’s General Intelligence Directorate has mediated, is greater control over 

those tunnels. 

In a statement, Hamas denounced the attack as a “criminal explosion” that “violates all 

heavenly commandments and human values” because it attacked a mosque. “It is a 

grave challenge to Muslims worldwide,” the group said. 

 

Church closures in Egypt: ‘We were silent when it was 
one, now it’s four’ 

By Sonia Farid 

 

Bishop-General Macarius, a Coptic Orthodox leader, walks around the burnt and damaged Evangelical Church in 
Minya governorate, about 245 km south of Cairo, August 26, 2013 (Reuters) 
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Al Arabiya English (20.11.2017) - http://bit.ly/2A05Ity - “We said nothing when one 

church was closed, so it got worse and a second, then a third were closed, and a fourth is 

on its way as if praying is a crime for which Copts are punished,” said a statement issued 

by the Diocese of Minya in Upper Egypt. 

The statement listed the names of the four churches, two of which were closed after 

being attacked by extremist Islamists, the third closed in anticipation of an attack that 

never materialized, and the fourth was besieged by security forces following an attack 

and is expected to be closed. “We are concerned that extremists will be able to impose 

their will on state institutions,” the statement added, calling upon the governor and 

security entities to interfere. 

The statement issued by the governor of Minya in response gives, however, a totally 

different picture. According to the statement, the buildings that were attacked were 

houses in which prayers were performed without a license. “Two houses were attacked. 

Security forces arrested 15 suspects in the first and 11 in the second,” said the 

statement. “As for the other places, they were also houses owned by Copts but were not 

attacked at all.” The statement added that the governorates responds to all requests for 

the construction of churches and makes sure that their number is proportional to 

population increase. 

“In fact, Minya governorate has the biggest number of churches, monasteries, and Coptic 

community service centers,” added the statement, which also called upon the diocese to 

verify the information it has. 

Bishop of Minya Makarios said he would not comment on the governor’s statement. The 

dispute about whether the targeted buildings were actual churches or houses used for 

prayers started a debate over the legal status of churches and the long-overlooked 

licensing ordeal. 

The “war of statements,” as journalist Mohamed Youssef puts it, signals the beginning of 

a rift between state and church officials. “The governor’s statement angered a lot of 

Coptic activists who called upon President Sisi to personally intervene through forming a 

neutral committee to look into the crisis in Minya,” he wrote. “Many of those activists 

believe that the new law on the construction of churches has not so far solved any of the 

problems pertaining to the legal status of churches.” 

It is noteworthy, Youssef added, that neither Pope Tawadros nor the Coptic Orthodox 

Church have issued any statement on the matter while Bishop Makarios is the only one in 

charge. “The Pope has most likely assigned Bishop Makarios the task of speaking in 

behalf of the Copts of Minya and putting pressure on the governorate to reopen the 

churches and legalize their status,” he said. “The Pope does not want the matter to be 

escalated to a dispute between the church and the regime so he preferred to deal with it 

on a more local level.” 

Journalist Girgis Bishry, who criticized the governor’s statement, argued that the absence 

of licenses was just a pretext used by the governorate to close the churches and that the 

whole situation was not dealt with in accordance with the law. “The governor resorted to 

reconciliation sessions between the assailants and the victims in order to solve the 

problem, which basically means that the perpetrators get away with what they did,” he 

wrote. 

Bishry noted that Minya is the most affected by sectarian violence among Egypt’s 

governorates, with more than 64 churches burnt following the dispersal of the Islamist 

sit-in staged in protest of toppling the Muslim Brotherhood and attacks targeting 

churches and Copts still taking places. “This means that Minya is a hotbed of extremists 

and there is a possibility that the governorate itself is infiltrated by Muslim Brotherhood 

http://bit.ly/2A05Ity
http://www.christian-dogma.com/t1381009-%D9%86%D9%86%D8%B4%D8%B1-%D9%84%D9%83%D9%85-%D9%86%D8%B5-%D8%A8%D9%8A%D8%A7%D9%86-%D9%85%D8%B7%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D9%86%D9%8A%D8%A7-%D9%88%D8%A3%D8%A8%D9%88-%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%82%25D
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supporters who intentionally turn a blind eye to such violations,” he added. “If this is not 

stopped, we might wake up one day to find Minya an Islamic state.” 

MP and political analyst Emad Gad explained that the law on the construction of 

churches, issued in 2016, is divided into two parts: the first is issuing licenses for new 

churches and the second is legalizing the status of already-existing churches. “Almost 

half Coptic Orthodox churches are not officially licensed,” he wrote. “Some churches had 

all the documents completed before starting construction and got permission for 

construction, but the Security Bureau never gave the actual license so that church 

remained technically without papers. 

Other churches were built without any documents to start with because of the many 

obstacles security entities placed in their way and these became a matter of fact.” Gad 

added that the Coptic Orthodox Church submitted a list of unlicensed churches so that 

they can be legalized, but instead of starting the process of issuing licenses, local 

authorities started closing them because they are not licensed. “Those authorities totally 

overlook the fact that such actions are bound to increase sectarian tension as Copts 

would once again fell deprived of their citizenship rights, on top of which is the right to 

practice their faith.” 

A report by Girgis Safwat, Teresa Shenouda, and Ali Hussein quotes sources from the 

Coptic Orthodox Church as saying that the Diocese of Minya sent to the special 

committee established by the cabinet the document for 50 houses that turned into 

churches so that their status can be legalized. “Those were originally small houses that 

parishioners started using over the years for prayers with unofficial security approval so 

they gradually acquired the status of churches,” the sources said. “Ownership documents 

were submitted to the committee so that licenses can be issued and the houses can 

acquire the official status of churches.” 

Meanwhile, lawyer and head of the Egyptian Center for Developmental Studies and 

Human Rights Joseph Malak sent official warnings to the Egyptian prime minister and 

ministers of interior, parliamentary affairs, and local development to demand stopping 

the closure of churches and the re-opening of any closed churches. 

“This demand is based on the 2013 constitution and law number for the year 2016 on the 

construction of churches as well as ministerial decree number 199 for the year 2017, 

which stipulates legalizing the status of existing churches and particularly articles 8, 9, 

and 10 which consider all existing churches legal,” said the warning. 

 

http://www.dostor.org/1607913
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Closed on Security Grounds: Sectarian tensions and 
attacks resulting from the construction and renovation of 

churches 

 
EIPR (20.11.2017) - http://bit.ly/2BQqjEI - The Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights 

issued a study today titled “Closed on Security Grounds: Sectarian Tensions and Attacks 

Resulting from the Construction and Renovation of Churches.” The study examines the 

obstacles to Coptic Egyptians’ right of worship, which the new law on the construction of 

churches failed to comprehend, and it urges major actors in government agencies, 

parliamentarians, civil society organizations, and religious institutions to assume their 

responsibility to ensure that the implementation of the law does not further restrict the 

construction of churches. It also recommends they lobby for changes in this flawed law in 

light of the conclusions of the study, especially since the construction and renovation of 

churches is a primary driver of sectarian violence. 

 

Last August, the House of Representatives passed Law 80/2016 on the construction of 

churches, thereby fulfilling a constitutional requirement, despite and over the strenuous 

objections of a broad segment of Copts and civil society organizations. The EIPR launched 

a campaign, “Closed on Security Grounds,” during the discussion of the law, attempting 

to highlight the most significant barriers to the exercise of the right of worship by 

Egyptian Coptic citizens, demonstrated most clearly in the security and administrative 

complications involved in building churches. The EIPR stressed in its campaign that the 

perpetuation of such barriers are one of the most significant causes of sectarian violence. 

The EIPR said that the new law simply codifies the existing flagrant discrimination 

between Egyptian citizens seeking to exercise their right of worship. It does so by 

establishing extremely onerous conditions for the approval of new churches and investing 

http://bit.ly/2BQqjEI
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the power to regulate the construction of houses of worship almost exclusively in the 

security establishment, which is a surefire recipe for reproducing the drivers of sectarian 

violence. A broad segment of citizens and state agencies are implicated in such violence, 

which is often justified by reference to the law, particularly in informal areas or the 

Egyptian countryside. Constructing a church requires approvals that could take decades, 

and at times even after such approvals are granted, citizens are unable to actually build 

or inaugurate the church due to objections from local residents or interventions by the 

security apparatus itself. 

 

The study includes an analytical section and two annexes. The analysis reviews statutes 

regulating church construction, significant court rulings of relevance, and their impact on 

the legal status of existing churches and various official licenses. The study then looks at 

the types and frequency of sectarian attacks linked with the exercise of the right of 

worship, offering a quantitative analysis of the 74 sectarian attacks seen in Egypt from 

January 25, 2011 to August 2016. It describes the flashpoints of tension, the profile of 

attacks and their relationship to political parties or governing forces, and whether 

patterns changed in tandem with changes in regime. 

 

The section concludes with the EIPR’s commentary on the new church construction law, 

issued on August 31, 2016. 

 

Annex 1 of the study documents in detail incidents of sectarian violence associated with a 

dispute over the construction of a new church or the renovation of an existing one.  

 

Annex 2 describes a set of minimum standards that must be met in any law regulating 

the construction of churches, also examining case studies in the regulation of the 

construction of houses of worship taken from several countries. 

 

The study offers several recommendations. To civil society, it recommends continued 

pressure to force full transparency in the proceedings of the new committee tasked with 

examining the status of existing churches and ensuring that its decisions and operation 

are covered by the media. It also urges civil society to continue to lobby for fundamental 

changes to the new law regulating the construction of churches, based on a foundation of 

the equal right of all Egyptians to worship and engage in religious practice. 

 

To parliamentarians, the study recommends taking the initiative to introduce core 

amendments to the new law that do away entirely with the principle of prior 

authorization from administrative bodies based on the assessment of the area’s needs 

and the size of the population. Parliamentarians should limit conditions for the 

construction of churches to those found in existing building codes. 

 

Finally, the study urges the government and representatives of Egyptian churches to 

ensure that the committee tasked with examining the status of existing churches 

operates with full transparency and releases its operating methods and decisions to the 

public to guarantee a minimum of social dialogue. 

 

Shubra al-Kheima church cancels prayers after threats 

By Al-Masry Al-Youm 
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Egypt Independent (11.11.2017) - http://bit.ly/2jsvwKg - The Shubra al-Kheima church 

administration, or diocese, decided on Friday to cancel prayers at Pope Kirolos church 

and Archidiacon Habib Gerges after having received threats to ban prayers in it. In 

response, dozens of Coptic Christians flocked to the church to protect it. 

Head of Shubra al-Kheima diocese Bishop Marcos said he made the decision after 

consultations with Qalyoubiya Governor Mahmoud Ashmawy, adding that prayers would 

be resumed as soon as possible. 

Marcos admitted that the church is not licensed, but said prayers have been held there 

anyway. He added that the Shubra al-Kheima diocese submitted an application to 

legalize the church and that a legalization committee visited it on Wednesday for review. 

Legal researcher Hany Sabri said that there have been a series of church closures in the 

recent period in Minya and cities in Upper Egypt and that if the Shubra al-Kheima 

churches are not legalized they may face the same fate. 

“Some [people] threatened Copts to prevent them from praying and exercising their 

most basic legitimate rights to freedom of worship and the freedom to practice religious 

rites, which are considered human rights axioms. Copts are inside their church to protect 

it,” Sabri said. 

Egypt’s parliament passed the church building and renovation law on August of last year 

after discussions between Coptic Church leaders and government officials led to an 

agreed upon a draft. 

Human Rights Watch (HRW) described the law as discriminatory against Christians due to 

various stipulations that maintain, “restrictions over the construction and renovation of 

churches.” 
 

 

http://bit.ly/2jsvwKg
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The public spectacle of a slain Coptic priest 

By Jayson Casper  

World Watch Monitor (13.10.2017) - http://bit.ly/2yqiUaj - The images were horrific. 

Father Samaan Shehata, a 45-year-old Coptic Orthodox priest, lay dead on the ground, 

stabbed and beaten by a young man wielding a meat cleaver. 

Blood dripped down his face into his long, black beard. Dirt discoloured his flowing black 

robe. His cross pendant rested peacefully on his chest, eerily imitated in the cross-like 

stabbing etched into his forehead. 

 

Samaan Shehata (Egypt Independent) 

Many details remain unknown, but early indications point to extremism. Fr. Shehata was 

from Beni Suef, visiting a family in Cairo 150 kilometres north in a lower-class, urban 

suburb of Cairo. 

It may well be he was targeted only for the clothes he was wearing – in Egypt a clear 

indication of his religious profession. 

He was left a public spectacle. (Reports say the ambulance service did not arrive for over 

an hour.) 

So far, no claim of responsibility, no message of intention. There are possible hints 

circulating of mental instability on the part of the attacker. 

Perhaps. Murder is rare in Egypt. Despite the increased terrorism suffered by Copts in 

recent years, this killing is unusual. There is a chance it was random. 

But few think so. Coptic social media immediately proclaimed Fr. Shehata a martyr, 

adding him to the growing scroll. 

The image, however, may have lasting effect, reinforcing a decades-old message: the 

streets are not a place for priests. 

http://bit.ly/2yqiUaj
https://www.worldwatchmonitor.org/coe/coptic-priest-killed-cairo/
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An imam and a Coptic priest walk side by side. (Jayson Casper) 

Coptic Bishop Angaelos of the United Kingdom held the requisite forgiveness to the end 

of his statement, pouring out instead his frustration and anger. 

“Why should a priest not be able to walk safely down a street?” he demanded. “Coptic 

Christians who have endured injustice, persecution, and loss of life for centuries without 

retaliation, repeatedly forgiving unconditionally, deserve to live with respect and dignity 

in their indigenous homeland.” 

Samuel Tadros, a Coptic-American analyst, took to Twitter to highlight the social reality. 

“This may be a horrific crime but it does not happen in a vacuum,” he wrote. “Coptic 

priests are insulted and harassed daily as they walk in Egypt[ian] streets.” 

Respect. Dignity. Insult. Harassment. What is the way forward? The answer may lie 

partially in the clothes that sparked the assault. 

Better law enforcement is necessary. Education must be reformed. These are the 

standard answers offered, and there is logic to them. But if they are not going to change 

anytime soon, what are Copts to do in the meantime? 

Years ago I met my first Coptic priest in America, and I asked him about his beard and 

robe. They are tradition, he explained, but they are so much more. 

To a degree, they are public spectacle. 

Protestant pastors often blend into society. Catholic priests sometimes take off their 

vestments. But the Coptic Orthodox clergyman must look distinctive at all times. He is a 

sign of the Church, a message to the people that God’s kingdom is near. 

But in recent decades in Egypt, that kingdom has become less and less visible. 

Let no-one think that the nation is aflame. Muslims and Christians are neighbours and 

friends. Sectarianism is an ever-latent virus poisoning many, but for the most part life 

goes on amid patterns of discrimination and identity groupings. 

http://copticcentre.blogspot.com.eg/2017/10/statement-by-his-grace-bishop-angaelos.html
https://twitter.com/Samueltadros/status/918639603661332486
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But facing a growing Muslim – often Islamist – domination of the public square, 

especially before the revolution, Copts have increasingly withdrawn into their churches. 

Who can blame them? Spitting is real. Priests travel for visitation in cars with tinted 

windows. Why not, if the money is there? Egypt drives everywhere these days, just look 

at the traffic. 

But money is also a demarcating line. A priest can shop comfortably in the hypermarkets 

of upper-class Cairo. Will he buy vegetables off a donkey cart in poor Upper Egypt? 

Perhaps this murder is a reminder that he must. Otherwise he cedes the public square 

completely. 

Courage is necessary. Conviction. A certainty his service is not only for Christians, but 

‘salt and light’ in the stability of his nation. Kingdom of God or not, Egypt, as every 

society, is only as strong as its minority members. 

So let Coptic priests go and find friends. Invite the local imam for a stroll. Have a tea in 

the corner coffee shop. Circulate together. Purposefully. 

Much in Egypt is centralised, and institutions can be nervous. But who can oppose it? 

National unity is state discourse. The Azhar would esteem. But why wait for official 

endorsement? Just go and ask the imam already visited on holidays. Can he refuse? 

Let this not be naïve. National unity is often perceived as a grudging obligation for public 

perception. Many hearts – on both sides – are not pure. 

And there is another risk. This must not be about ‘protection’. An interpretation of Islam 

holds that Muslims must guard over the Christians in their society. It can be a noble 

intention; it can also be at odds with citizenship. The priest must seek no favours, only 

partnership in society. 

But let him be a public spectacle. This is your neighbourhood. Your country. Your fellow 

Egyptian. Your friend. Teach together. 

It is also your gospel. Christians believe Jesus disarmed the evil spiritual powers of sin 

and disunity, making a public spectacle of them on the cross. 

To preach this message, St. Paul and the apostles became public spectacles on display, 

as ‘fools’ for Christ condemned to die. 

Something like Fr. Shehata. 

But this is not a fool’s errand. There is even an institution dedicated to the effort. 

The Egyptian Family House has walked priests and imams in the streets before. Children 

crowded around and celebrated. Adults took selfies. 

Let the cynicism come; all too often it is justified. But let the heart be pure and fight 

through it with love and solidarity. And courage. Let no-one pretend there will not be 

another extremist. 

Fr. Shehata died dishonourably in one of the most populated areas of Cairo. Soon his 

idealised image will circulate with the crown of martyrdom. But which picture will hold in 

the mind of Copts? 

The cross on his chest, or the cross on his forehead? 

A priest belongs on the streets, like any Egyptian. May he choose wisely. 

 

https://asenseofbelonging.org/2015/04/08/where-tolerance-is-at-home/
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Ex-kidnapper admits ‘they get paid for every Coptic 
Christian girl they bring in’ 

World Watch Monitor (14.09.2017) - http://bit.ly/2eXHfuQ - “I remember a Coptic 

Christian girl from a rich, well-known family in Minya. She was kidnapped by five Muslim 

men. They held her in a house, stripped her and filmed her naked. In the video, one of 

them also undressed. They threatened to make the video public if the girl wouldn’t marry 

him.” 

‘G’, an Egyptian, admits he was in a network actively targeting Coptic girls for years 

before he left Islam; he says that the kidnapping of such girls is now at an all-time high. 

“Salafist networks began in the seventies and it’s reached its highest levels now, in the 

era of President Sisi… A group of kidnappers meets in a mosque to discuss potential 

victims. They keep a close eye on Christians’ houses and monitor everything that’s going 

on. On that basis, they weave a spider’s web around [the girls],” he says. 

Strategies can be subtle. “A Muslim boy tells a Christian girl he loves her and wants to 

convert to Christianity for her,” ‘G’ explains. “They start a romantic relationship until one 

day they decide to ‘escape’ together. What the girls don’t know is that they are actually 

being kidnapped. Most of the time they will not marry their kidnapper, but someone 

else.” 

Kidnapping of a minor 

This summer there were two ‘kidnap’ incidents within two days. 

Sixteen-year-old Marilyn was kidnapped through this ‘love’ tactic, as her family priest, 

Father Boutros Khalaf, explains, when we meet in their village, Balansora, Minya 

province, as her desperate parents cry nearby. “On Wednesday evening [28 June, 2017] 

at 5pm, Marilyn disappeared. Her mother searched everywhere but couldn’t find her. 

Some people told us that she had been kidnapped by a young man named Taha. He had 

taken her to a farm where he works,” says Fr Khalaf. 

An Egyptian researcher, who wants to remain anonymous, confirmed to World Watch 

Monitor over the phone: “Marilyn was seduced by a recruit of a Salafi organisation. She 

was involved in a love affair; he was then able to convince her to run away with him. 

Marilyn isn’t 18 yet. So even if she had agreed to go with Taha, in our law this is clearly a 

case of kidnapping a minor.” 

The day before, 15-year-old Neveen Adly Beshai Sawiris was pushed into a car with force 

by two men as she walked along a street in Cairo. Her 38-year-old kidnapper later 

confessed he had forged her papers to show her as an over-18 and married her. 

He was charged with kidnapping a minor, forgery, and inciting sectarian strife. 

Pressure to convert 

‘G’, who knows the groups from the inside, says, “The kidnappers receive large amounts 

of money. Police can help them in different ways, and when they do, they might also 

receive a part of the financial reward the kidnappers are paid by the Islamisation 

organisations. In some cases, police provide the kidnappers with drugs they seize. The 

drugs are then given to the girls to weaken their resistance as they put them under 

pressure. I even know of cases in which police offered helped to beat up the girls to 

make them recite the Islamic creed. 

“And the value of the reward increases whenever the girl has a position. For example, 

when she is the daughter of a priest or comes from a well-known family.” 

http://bit.ly/2eXHfuQ
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Many girls are handed over to extremists, ‘G’ explains. “The Salafist group I knew rented 

apartments in different areas of Egypt to hide kidnapped Coptic girls,” he says. “There, 

they put them under pressure and threaten them to convert to Islam. And once they 

reach the legal age, a specially arranged Islamic representative comes in to make the 

conversion official, issue a certificate and accordingly they change their ID.” 

Marilyn’s father, Medhat Saad Edward, shares: “I filed a report in two police stations, and 

I gave the names of the kidnappers and the place where they hid my daughter. But the 

police haven’t arrested them. They didn’t even get in touch with Taha’s brother, who 

lives in the village and is in touch with Taha.” 

“If all goes to plan, the girls are also forced into marriage with a strict Muslim. Their 

husbands don’t love them, they just marry her to make her a Muslim. She will be hit and 

humiliated. And if she tries to escape, or convert back to her original religion, she will be 

killed.” 

Meanwhile, a Muslim girl kidnapped for ransom in Balansora around the same time was 

followed by the police and released in 24 hours. 

“Kidnappers of Christian girls rarely get arrested or brought to the prosecution,” says 

‘G’. “For instance, the police don’t report it as a kidnap but say the girl ‘went missing’. 

This way they cover up the crimes of those they see as their ‘Muslim brothers’.” 

In a story about the recurring issue of the kidnapping of Coptic girls and women in 

November 2014, World Watch Monitor quoted Egyptian Human Rights Activist Ebram 

Louis as saying that the position of Egyptian police is biased against Christians whose 

daughters have been kidnapped by Muslims. Police are notorious for not acting, he said, 

even if the girl has been missing for 24 hours and the family has been threatened for 

ransom, “because they are afraid of the militant groups”. 

“They did not even follow up phone calls, identify identities of the callers or arrest 

perpetrators. The police have not helped the families of the kidnapped girls at all. 

Moreover, some police officers told the families not to search for their kidnapped 

daughters, as they converted to the right religion,” Louis added. 

Exploited sexually 

“If all goes to plan, the girls are also forced into marriage with a strict Muslim,” says ‘G’. 

“Their husbands don’t love them, they just marry her to make her a Muslim. She will be 

hit and humiliated. And if she tries to escape, or convert back to her original religion, she 

will be killed. 

“The most shocking thing is some girls find out that they are a second wife and are 

treated like animals. Some are sent to Saudi Arabia and the Gulf to work as domestic 

servants and they are exploited sexually and are seriously physically abused.” 

The anonymous researcher confirms, “[These kidnaps] are something that happens in 

Egypt almost on a daily basis. But in 80% of cases, families prefer not to speak publicly 

to avoid shame which will make their other daughters less eligible to find a good 

marriage partner.” 

Videos of Marilyn, in which she says she has converted to Islam, recently appeared 

online. In one, she holds a Quran; in the other, veiled, she seemingly repeats what is 

dictated to her through an earpiece. 

Her mother, Hanaa Aziz Shukralla Farag, says she can see she was being forced. “She 

was holding the Quran as if she was holding a medal. I see she is under pressure. My 

daughter is a minor and doesn’t know anything; why aren’t the authorities doing 

anything to help her?” she asks. 

https://www.worldwatchmonitor.org/2014/11/kidnapping-forced-conversion-and-collective-punishment-haunt-egypts-copts/
https://www.worldwatchmonitor.org/2014/11/kidnapping-forced-conversion-and-collective-punishment-haunt-egypts-copts/
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The family’s priest adds, “On August 14th, the prosecution dropped Marilyn’s case. We’ve 

done everything we could to get our girl back. We even sent a complaint to President 

Sisi, the Interior Minister and many other important people. Her family lives in bitterness 

and pain, and we don’t know what to do anymore. We just don’t know… There is also a 

state of terror, panic and fear among all the Christians in our village. They worry about 

their children. No father will allow his daughter to walk on the street alone anymore. He 

goes with her or sends her mother or brother to accompany her.” 

Most vulnerable 

Another Coptic priest (this time in Minya governorate, Upper Egypt), Father ‘S’, has been 

working to get such kidnap victims back to their families. His daughter, 14 at the time, 

was almost kidnapped in 2011 during the ‘first’ revolution, when men broke into his 

house. “Because I advocate for these girls, I received threats. If I wouldn’t stop, they 

would take my daughter too. But I fear no one, only God. Their threats weren’t going to 

stop me,” he says. 

He acted quickly, grabbed his gun and shot in the air twice. “The kidnappers got scared 

and ran away,” he says. 

He says in his area of Minya alone, about 15 girls go missing every year. 

And in the ten years that he’s been advocating for these girls, he’s only managed to get 

eight of them back. “Every girl who doesn’t return feels like a daughter I am losing,” he 

says. 

Father ‘S’ sees that the kidnappers target the most vulnerable. “They choose who already 

experience problems in their families. For instance, those who have an absent father,” he 

says. “They are an easy target. Girls should find love at home and in their church. This 

makes them less vulnerable.” 

Another church worker told World Watch Monitor she warns the girls of the risks. “We 

talk about kidnappings openly,” she said. “We have to. Social awareness about this issue 

is very important. I teach the girls about boundaries in relationships, especially with 

men. And I teach them about their value in Christ. If they have better self-esteem, they 

will be less vulnerable.” 

Money 

Father ‘S’ adds: “We are one Body. If one suffers, we all do… But I believe my God is a 

God of miracles. We pray for these [kidnapped] girls in church, while our tears flow. I 

pray also for their kidnappers, that God touches their hearts.” 

The Minya priest is in contact with sources close to the kidnapping groups. They tell him 

that for the kidnappers this is often a job, and that they get paid about 2,500 Euros 

($3,000 US) per girl if they deliver them to an extremist organisation. 

And he reiterates what ‘G’ says of the police: “If we go to them with our cases, most of 

the time they don’t do anything… I try to get the girls back before their 18th birthday, the 

day they can legally change their religion without parental consent. The kidnappers hide 

the girl until then. So I go to the police, time and time again, to file a report, and 

sometimes go to the family of the kidnappers to negotiate the girl’s release. I managed 

to release the eight girls this way, sometimes with help of the police, other times by 

paying a ransom.” 

While many kidnappers are in it for the money, according to ‘G’ the aim of the network is 

to strengthen Islam and weaken Christianity. “The networks have tens of thousands of 

members and are financed by wealthy Muslims, mostly from Saudi Arabia. Sometimes 

they also loot or steal from Christian companies to finance their plans,” he says. 
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Christians in Minya claim prevented from mass by 
authorities 

Egypt Independent (20.08.2017) - http://bit.ly/2x6xSks - Coptic Christians in Ezbat al-

Forn, of the Abyouha village in Abu Qurqas city of Minya governorate, said Sunday that 

security forces prevented them from holding mass and daily prayers, as the church is not 
licensed.  

One of the worshipers told Al-Masry Al-Youm that the church is a staple of the Christian 
community, which consists of over 300 people, as they regularly hold prayers on the site. 

Church sources said that security forces prevented the worshipers and the priest from 
accessing the church, so they worshiped in the street. 

Head of Abu Qurqas city council, Brigadier Mohamed Salah, said that there is no licensed 

church in Ezbat al-Forn. 

He added that the Coptic Christians in the area bring a priest with them every Sunday, 
and attempt to hold their rituals in homes not licensed for prayer. 

“This morning, some Coptic citizens in the village of Ezbat al-Forn, tried to pray at the 

house of a citizen in the presence of a priest, prompting some Muslims to intercept them 
and prevent them, due to the fact they did not obtain permission to pray,” Salah said. 

He pointed out that this led to the intervention of security services to prevent both sides 

from clashing, adding that no arrests were made. 

Christians make up about ten percent of Egypt’s population of over 93 million people. 

Christians complain about unfair treatment, including rules, they say, make it easier to 
build a mosque than a church. 

Clashes often erupt between Copts and Muslims over land, church construction or 
sectarian tension. 

Edited Translation from Al-Masry Al-Youm 

 

Police crackdown on Chinese Uyghurs in Egypt and 
‘repatriation’ on Beijing’s ‘request’ 

Human Rights Without Frontiers denounces the forceful ‘repatriation’ by Egypt 

of Uyghur religious students back to China 

 

HRWF (18.08.2017) - In early July, Egyptian police rounded up, detained and deported at 

least 200 Uyghurs, mainly religious students, in Cairo, arresting some in restaurants or 

at their homes and seizing others at airports as they tried to flee the country. 

 

On 7th July, Radio Free Asia reported:  

 

http://bit.ly/2x6xSks
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Students who have evaded detention are hiding in malls, in mosques, and in 

nearby fields, one Uyghur mother said, adding that she is now on the run with two 

young students given to her by their mother for protection. 

 

“When we were leaving, I spotted some people watching the area where we were 

staying. They were in a black, ugly-looking car with tinted windows, and after we 

left they detained the Uyghur students who were living at our house.” 

 

“They were all Uyghurs, and I’m sure they were sent by the Chinese government,” 

she added. 

 

One Uyghur student now in hiding said that his brother, a PhD student at Al-

Azhar, had also been detained. 

 

“I am now on the run with his wife and three children,” he said. “My brother called 

me from the detention center and said that he saw about 200 Uyghur students 

being held there.” 

 

“It has been several days now that we have been running on empty stomachs,” 

another student said. 

 

“We have valid visas and passports, but we can’t go to the airports, and we can’t 

go the markets for food or get gas for our cars. The Egyptian people have been 

told that we’re criminals, and they inform the police if they see us.” 

 

Another student said that a friend in detention had told him that police were 

forcing them to sign documents stating they had participated in Uyghur separatist 

organizations based outside of China. 

 

“Some did not sign the document, because older students warned them not to,” 

he said. 

 

“Police took fingerprints of all their fingers.” 

 

Also speaking to RFA, an Uzbek national living in Egypt said that he and his family 

were dining at one of Cairo’s Uyghur restaurants when police suddenly arrived. 

 

“There were 10 to 20 Uyghurs there, chefs and so on, and the police took all of 

them away.” 

 

“There were Kyrgyz and Uzbek people at the restaurant, too, but they weren’t 

touched at all. Police asked everyone’s ethnicity and took away all the people who 

said they were Uyghur.” 

 

Reached for comment, a staff member at the Egyptian embassy in Washington 

D.C. said only that she had heard media reports of the detentions. “Since I am not 

authorized to speak on this matter, I cannot say anything more about it,” she 

added. 

 

Calls to the embassy’s press office rang unanswered on Friday. 

 

Rebiya Kadeer, president of the Munich-based exile World Uyghur Congress, 

meanwhile called on the international community to prevent the forced return of 

Uyghurs from Egypt to China, adding, “We have been following this issue closely 

for the past two or three months.” 

 

“I ask all Uyghur organizations to do their best to help the Uyghurs detained in 
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Egypt.” 

 

International law requires that people living in foreign countries not be returned to 

situations in which they are likely to face persecution, Sophie Richardson—China 

director for Human Rights Watch—said in an interview. 

 

"It's extremely concerning if the Egyptian government is somehow being complicit 

in a legally baseless Chinese effort to force people back to China," Richardson 

said. 

 

As a signatory to the United Nations’ Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, and 

according to international law, Egypt cannot deport the students to China because of the 

threats they face at home. 

 

In a letter, a group of Uyghur students living in Cairo appealed to Dr. Ahmed El-Tayeb, 

the Grand Imam of Al-Azhar, to intervene to block further deportations to China. 

 

“Our only sin is that we want to learn and study religion,” said the letter, a copy of which 

was obtained by the Arabic-language news outlet HuffPost Arabi. 

 

“Egypt, where Al-Azhar is built, [should be] a safe haven for those who want to learn,” 

the letter said. 

 

In a July 7 statement issued after a meeting the day before with a Xinjiang delegation 

arranged by China's ambassador to Egypt, Al-Azhar said that no Uyghur students had 

been arrested "inside Al-Azhar campus or from any buildings associated with Al-Azhar." 

 

"The institution is following up with authorities in the wake of reports on social media," 

Al-Azhar said. 

 

Chinese authorities also detain Uyghur Muslims coming back from overseas 

pilgrimages 

In July, Chinese authorities in the northwestern region of Xinjiang held hundreds of 

ethnic minority Uyghur Muslims after they returned from overseas pilgrimage. They are 

charging them with illegal pilgrimage, and for taking part in illegal religious activities. 

Article 21 of the "26 Forms of Illegal Religious Activity" leaked to Radio Free Asia in 

February 2017 forbids anyone from traveling overseas on pilgrimage, including the 

annual Hajj pilgrimage to Mecca, with companies not endorsed by China's religious affairs 
authorities. 

In March, a rights lawyer went to lodge appeal proceedings, and came across a detention 

center—the Changji Detention Center—where there were 200-300 Uyghurs who were 

being held after coming back from pilgrimage in the Middle East. They were all being held 
for investigation and screening. 

According to Dilxat Raxit, spokesman for the exile World Uyghur Congress group, 

Uyghurs who have studied in the Middle East are also being detained on their return. 

Some of them are also facing charges of religious extremism or terrorism. 

None of those held for religious activities will likely be able to find employment once they 
have a criminal record. 
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Kiosk in Cairo subway offers religious edicts/fatwas to 
commuters 

 

 

A new kiosk in Cairo's metro allows commuters to ask Al-Azhar clerics for 

religious advice. This screenshot was taken from a video uploaded on July 20, 
2017. (photo by YouTube/ElWatanNews) 

Author: Shahira AminPosted  

Reuters (23.07.2017) - http://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-egypt-religion-idUKKBN1AC1ZP 

- Commuters passing through Cairo's downtown Al Shohada metro station, one of the 

busiest stops on Cairo's subway system, are now being offered a new service along with 

the train rides: religious edicts or “fatwas” free of charge courtesy of Al-Azhar.    

Seated behind a desk in a small kiosk that bears a sign reading “Fatwa Committee,” two 

on-duty clerics from Sunni Islam’s oldest and most prestigious institution give religious 

guidance and advice to commuters who seek them out in what the sheikhs say is an 
attempt “to counter extremism.”  

The fatwa kiosk is the first of several that Al-Azhar plans to install at Cairo metro stations 

in the coming months. It is the brainchild of Mohi El Din Afifi, the secretary-general of the 

Al-Azhar-affiliated Islamic Research Academy, who hopes “to bring Al-Azhar closer to the 

people,” according to Sheikh Ali Mostafa, one of the two clerics working the afternoon 

shift when Al-Monitor visited. The kiosk, which began operating July 17, is open from 9 

a.m. to 8 p.m. daily. “Since its launch, hundreds of curious commuters have stopped by 

to greet us and ask questions on a host of religious matters ranging from rulings on 
marital and divorce issues to life insurance and atheism,” Mostafa said. 

“The response from the public has been overwhelming. There is a real hunger for 

knowledge about religious matters,” Sheikh Ahmed Ramzy, the second cleric, told Al-

Monitor. 

“We are here to clear misconceptions about religion, especially in light of the plethora of 

myths and false information that is being disseminated on social media and on religious 
satellite channels linked to radical groups,” he said. 

Clad in a traditional Islamic caftan (the robe traditionally worn by Muslim clerics), Ramzy 

consulted with his colleague before responding to a question from 18-year-old Hagar 

Salah, a veiled commuter, about what Sharia says about practicing taekwondo in a mixed 
venue. 

http://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-egypt-religion-idUKKBN1AC1ZP
http://www.masress.com/en/egyptiangazette/17759
http://www.cairoscene.com/In-Depth/Al-Azhar-Minaret-of-Moderation-or-Tool-of-Oppression
http://www.miamiherald.com/news/nation-world/world/article18501587.html
http://english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/1/64/273950/Egypt/Politics-/Azhar-opens-fatwa-kiosks-in-Cairo-metro-station-to.aspx
https://www.memri.org/reports/reactions-closure-satellite-tv-channels
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“Does the sport involve physical contact with the opposite sex?” the sheikh asked. “If 

not, then it is fine,” he said, but quickly warned, “As long as you wear a loose sports 

outfit that does not show your body.” After hearing the fatwa, Hagar walked away to 

catch a train approaching the station, clearly relieved that the sheikh had told her she 

could continue to practice the sport she enjoys. 

A small line was forming outside the kiosk, with commuters waiting patiently for their 

turn to sit down with the Al-Azhar scholars and pose their questions. 

“Launching the kiosk is timely,” Hanan Abdel Badie, a metro rider and mother of three, 

told Al-Monitor. “Extremist groups are finding it easy to recruit youths because the latter 

do not have much knowledge about their religion. Their ignorance makes them easy 

targets,” she said. 

Mohamed Abdel Maqsoud, a middle-aged commuter working at the Endowments Ministry, 

said he, too, welcomes the idea, albeit for a different reason. “Most people are busy and 

don’t often get a chance to consult sheikhs on religious matters. Now the knowledge is 
accessible and what’s more, the consultations are private.” 

While the consultations are one on one, guaranteeing a degree of confidentiality, visitors 

are required to sign their names and write their phone and ID card numbers in the large 

registration book on the desk in the glass and metal booth — a move that has raised 

concern among skeptics who prefer not to reveal their identity. The sheikhs, however, 
insist the measure is “necessary.” 

“Sometimes more research is needed or new facts emerge. We need to have the visitor’s 

contacts to keep them updated,” said Sheikh Sayyed Tewfiq, the head of religious 
guidance for Cairo at the Islamic Research Academy. 

But liberals see the kiosks as a sign of increasing religiosity and an attempt by Al-Azhar 
to impose religious values and morality on the public. 

“During the one-year rule of Islamist President Mohammed Morsi, Egypt’s liberals had 

complained that the now-outlawed Muslim Brotherhood was ‘Islamizing’ Egypt. The 

current government — widely perceived as being secular — is doing just that, yet few 

liberals are complaining. The subway is no place for religion; religion should be kept 

strictly within the confines of mosques,” a commuter told  Al-Monitor on condition of 
anonymity. 

Many Egyptian liberals complain that President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi’s talk of 

modernizing Islamic thinking is “no more than lip service.” Rights advocate Bahey El Din 

Hassan, an outspoken critic of the Sisi regime, tweeted that the kiosks were “another 

attempt by the government to woo the ultraconservative Salafis,” warning that it would 
backfire as such measures “were seriously undermining Sisi’s popularity.” 

Sahar Naqy, a Christian commuter who had a cross tattooed on her wrist and was on her 

way to the Cathedral bookstore where she works as a sales representative, said she 
disapproved of the idea, calling it “discriminatory” and an “in your face bias.” 

“Can you imagine what the public’s reaction would be if Christian clerics were to give 

advice to the Christian faithful in a public space? We only want to be treated as equals in 
our own country,” she said. 

The launch of the kiosk comes on the heels of a series of other measures recently 

undertaken by the management of the metro that have raised eyebrows. Last month, 

http://edition.cnn.com/2015/02/25/middleeast/isis-kids-propaganda/index.html
https://www.counterpunch.org/2013/07/12/the-struggle-for-egypt/
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/07/egypt-regime-sisi-use-art-promote-ideas.html
http://www.jpost.com/Middle-East/Sisi-calls-for-religious-revolution-at-Cairos-Islamic-University-404583
https://egyptianstreets.com/2016/07/05/president-sisis-promise-of-religious-revolution-remains-unfulfilled/
https://twitter.com/BaheyHassan/status/888112677137952769
https://twitter.com/BaheyHassan/status/888112677137952769
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/07/egypt-scouts-christians-military-training-militias-security.html
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during the Muslim fasting month of Ramadan, a half-hour religious lesson was broadcast 

daily after the afternoon call for prayer on the metro’s internal radio station. The metro’s 

management decided to continue the broadcasts after the holy month ended due to “the 

show’s immense popularity,” Ramzy said. Meanwhile, a small prayer area has been 

designated at some of the main underground metro stations. Some Egyptian liberals see 

such moves as “signaling a worrying trend of increased religiosity,” and the fatwa kiosks 
have sparked controversy on social media. 

“Religion is for God and the metro is for the general public,” was one comment posted by 
Hisham Kassem on his Facebook account. 

Pro-government lawmaker Mohamed Abu Hamed, who in recent months has presented a 

bill to parliament to reform Al-Azhar that includes term limits for the grand imam, also 

protested the launch of the kiosk. In a Twitter post July 20, he asked, “How can the state 

allow such a shallow and scandalous move that reflects the inability of Al-Azhar to 

comprehend the need to reform Islamic thinking and only serves to affirm that the 

institution is far removed from the reality we are facing?”……. 

 

Why are attacks on Egypt’s Coptic Christians getting 
worse? 

World Watch Monitor (14.07.2017) - http://bit.ly/2tTyw5i - A child hovers over the 

coffins of his parents during their funeral service at St Samuel’s Monastery. They were 

among the 29 Coptic Christians killed while travelling to the monastery on 26 May.  

 

Attacks on Christians in Egypt have intensified in brutality because of an influx of arms 

and foreign jihadis, lax border security and increased local hostility to non-Muslims, 

according to a leading UK academic. 

Dr Mariz Tadros of Sussex University’s Institute of Development Studies said that the 

suicide attack on a Cairo church last December showed that jihadis are prepared to 

engage in suicide bombings “to maximise horror”. Attacks by Salafis and Muslim 

Brotherhood members, which have resulted in less damage, have not involved the death 

of the perpetrator, she added. 

Many Egyptian Muslims had shown themselves willing to put their lives in danger to help 

their Coptic neighbours, she stressed. 

Speaking at London University’s School of Oriental and African Studies on 8 July, Dr 

Tadros said she believed the Egyptian security services shared some responsibility for the 

attacks against Copts, on account of “massive” security failings and “a total disdain for 

any warnings that Copts report about the kind of threats they get”. 

Poor security has enabled foreign fighters to enter Egypt from Yemen, Gaza, Syria and 

Iraq, and arms and funding to be smuggled into the country. 

Dr Tadros also suggested that attacks on Coptic churches could take place in the UK, 

Europe or the US because Islamists are “broadening the circle of how you target and why 

you target”. 

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/markaz/2016/06/20/what-egypt-under-sissi-is-really-like-for-coptic-christians/
https://www.facebook.com/hisham.kassem1
http://epaper.dawn.com/DetailImage.php?StoryImage=28_04_2017_013_006
https://twitter.com/MohamedAbuHamed/status/887925480355135489
http://bit.ly/2tTyw5i
https://www.worldwatchmonitor.org/2016/12/egypts-copts-mourn-after-deadliest-attack-in-recent-memory/
https://www.worldwatchmonitor.org/2016/12/egypts-copts-mourn-after-deadliest-attack-in-recent-memory/
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However attacks on individual Copts in their homes or workplaces, such as were carried 

out in El-Arish earlier this year, suggested local collusion with IS fighters, because 

identifying where Copts lived and worked would not have been possible without tip-offs 

from neighbours, said Tadros, author of ‘Copts at the Crossroads: The Challenges of 

Building Inclusive Democracy in Egypt’.  

She added that it was “offensive” to suggest Copts had brought their suffering on 

themselves by backing President Abdel Fattah el-Sisi and the 2013 ousting of his 

Islamist-linked predecessor Mohamed Morsi. Copts she had interviewed told her they 

chose the option they believed would cause them “the least horror”. 

Morsi’s election a year earlier had been followed by a deep increase in social divisions, Dr 

Tadros said, giving the example of a Christian being barred from using the bus or trading 

at the market. The Morsi regime “encroached on the rights” of Baha’is, Shia and 

women – not just Copts – she said, adding: “This is not substantive democracy”. 

And although Copts and Muslims protested together during the 2011 Arab Spring, she 

said Copts’ vulnerability increased dramatically afterwards. 

“The rhetoric against Christians increased dramatically… There was an ascendancy of 

Islamists – groups that wish to implement a system of governance that is in compliance 

with their interpretation of Sharia. I would include the Muslim Brotherhood in that group. 

[They were saying:] ‘These people should leave the country; we want an all-Muslim 

country’.” 

In addition, Salafis began “occupying churches and [saying] ‘this should be converted 

into a mosque’,” and some Christians who owned land or property were forced to pay a 

levy or have their land occupied, especially in Upper Egypt, she said. 

Before the Arab Spring, attacks on Copts tended to be triggered by identifiable patterns 

such as disputes over business deals, opposition to romantic relationships between Copts 

and Muslims, and rumours of illegal church building, Dr Tadros said. However, after the 

resignation of President Hosni Mubarak amid the Arab Spring protests, “un-triggered 

assaults” followed – incidents that had not been sparked by the usual sources of tension. 

 

Freedom of Religion and Belief in Egypt: Official 
discourse vs. reality on the field 

Paper presented at HRWF conference “Freedom of religion or belief in the Horn 

of Africa and in Egypt” at the European Parliament on 28th June 2017 

HRWF (14.07.2017) - In this presentation, regarding FoRB in Egypt, we would like to 

expose the difference between the official discourse and the reality of everyday life when 

it comes to Freedom of Religion; Although there are other religious numerical minorities 

(Baha’is, Shia’s, Jews), we will mainly talk about the Coptic community.  

About the official discourse 

The President 

https://www.worldwatchmonitor.org/2017/03/egyptian-copt-widow-gunmen-who-killed-my-husband-and-son-then-ticked-them-off-their-is-hit-list/
https://www.worldwatchmonitor.org/2017/03/egyptian-copt-widow-gunmen-who-killed-my-husband-and-son-then-ticked-them-off-their-is-hit-list/
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Since December 2014, President El-Sissi has demanded on several occasions Al-Azhar to 

renew the religious discourse. Al-Azhar, as the world's oldest Sunni institute of Islamic 

learning, is considered to be responsible for religious discourse in Egypt and part of the 

Muslim world. 

El-Sissi has publicly and explicitly told Sheikh Al-Azhar, at least twice, that he had not 

responded to his previous calls.  

Recently, during an Al-Azhar ceremony celebrating Ramadan's Laylat Al-Qadr, and 

reiterating his call, President El-Sissi said that four things are needed to be achieved in 

order to defeat terrorism. The first one was renewing religious discourse.  

http://english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/1/64/271370/Egypt/Politics-/Reforming-

religious-discourse-still-essential-to-d.aspx 

Al-Azhar’s official discourse 

Al-Azhar has repeatedly condemned IS’ jihadist attacks against churches, and 

condemned terrorism perpetrated in the name of Islam. 

Furthermore, the Grand Imam of Al-Azhar’s Ahmed El-Tayyeb has recently announced 

that Al-Azhar will submit a draft law to Parliament criminalising hate speech, particularly 

against any religious beliefs. If the law is adopted, we’ll have to see how it is used; these 

kinds of condemnations are used to principally tackle critics against Islam, rarely any 

other revealed Religion is included. 

http://english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/1/64/271368/Egypt/Politics-/Egypts-AlAzhar-

to-submit-draft-law-criminalising-h.aspx 

About the reality on the field 

We can first of all deplore a lack of protection for Copts.  

For decades, the fact that security forces have lacked to intervene in order to defend, or 

prevent sectarian attacks, has been recurrent. There are unfortunately numerous and 

reiterated examples of the usual two scenarios: 

* Either local security forces are notified by the potential victims, that they, their families 

or communities, have been threatened; 

* Or security forces are called for help during sectarian attacks. 

In both cases, and according to numerous testimonies, it seems that security forces 

(police as well as firemen in case of sectarian homes, shops or churches burning), fail to 

arrive on time. 

Recently, in a more tragic example, in El-Arish (Sinai Northern Mediterranean coast city) 

Coptic families have been threatened by the ‘Islamic State’s Sinai Province’ (Wilayat 

Sina’). Between 30th of January and 23rd of February, armed men killed seven 

Christians in el-Arish. IS, which has been launching attacks in the city, claimed 

responsibility for the killing of these people, five of whom were shot while another was 

decapitated and the seventh was set on fire. Meanwhile, on 19th of February, IS 

http://english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/1/64/271370/Egypt/Politics-/Reforming-religious-discourse-still-essential-to-d.aspx
http://english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/1/64/271370/Egypt/Politics-/Reforming-religious-discourse-still-essential-to-d.aspx
http://english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/1/64/271368/Egypt/Politics-/Egypts-AlAzhar-to-submit-draft-law-criminalising-h.aspx
http://english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/1/64/271368/Egypt/Politics-/Egypts-AlAzhar-to-submit-draft-law-criminalising-h.aspx
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published a video of the December attack on St. Peter and St. Paul Coptic 

Orthodox Church in Cairo, calling for targeting Christians in Egypt. 

According to official estimates by the Egyptian Cabinet operation room, 144 Christian 

families have left El-Arish since the last killing of a Copt on the 23rd of February.  

http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/03/egypt-sinai-islamic-state-killing-

copts-christians.html#ixzz4l6TIlu5l 

At the beginning of May, Nabil Saber Ayoub, a Copt, returned to El-Arish without his 

family. He was shot in front of his business. 

The message was clearly received by the Coptic community, and since then, El-Arish has 

de facto become a Christian-free city. 

http://www.egyptindependent.com/militants-kill-coptic-barber-who-returned-arish-earn-

living-after-mass-exodus/ 

Then there is the problem of lack of intervention  

As I’ve said, we notice a lack of intervention once the attacks to members of the Coptic 

community have already started. There is the unfortunate example of last year from the 

province of Minya that has been very present in the media.  

On May 2016, according to an official statement, a number of angry residents from Karm 

village assaulted and stripped a Coptic woman, Soad Thabet, in a wave of sectarian 

violence. 

This happened after a rumour circulated of a romance between her son, a Christian man, 

Ashraf Atteya, and a Muslim woman. 

Atteya had received a number of threats, leading him to flee the village. And on 19th of 

May 2016, his parents filed a complaint at the Abu Kourkas Police Station denouncing  

persistent harassment. 

The following day, 300 armed men attacked the homes of seven Coptic families, looting 

them and causing severe damage and financial losses. Furthermore, Atteya’s mother 

Soad was stripped naked and dragged into the street.  

One can easily wonder how in a country where public demonstrations are forbidden, and 

security forces omnipresent, a mob of 300 armed men managed to gather in a small 

village without any intervention. 

https://www.madamasr.com/en/2016/05/26/news/u/coptic-woman-stripped-naked-

assaulted-in-minya-sectarian-violence/  

Most recently, at the end of May 2017 Miled Salama, a young lawyer who lost close 

relatives in the attack on Coptic pilgrims travelling from Minya to Saint Samuel’s 

monastery in Western desert, confirmed the late arrival of the emergency services. 

Although he had himself informed security forces, he arrived at the place of the incident 

well before the police. 

http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/03/egypt-sinai-islamic-state-killing-copts-christians.html#ixzz4l6TIlu5l
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/03/egypt-sinai-islamic-state-killing-copts-christians.html#ixzz4l6TIlu5l
http://www.egyptindependent.com/militants-kill-coptic-barber-who-returned-arish-earn-living-after-mass-exodus/
http://www.egyptindependent.com/militants-kill-coptic-barber-who-returned-arish-earn-living-after-mass-exodus/
https://www.madamasr.com/en/2016/05/26/news/u/coptic-woman-stripped-naked-assaulted-in-minya-sectarian-violence/
https://www.madamasr.com/en/2016/05/26/news/u/coptic-woman-stripped-naked-assaulted-in-minya-sectarian-violence/
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Another witness, a survivor of the attack, declared that when she called the police asking 

for help, the officer told her on the phone that it was a false report and asked her to give 

him her ID card number. Then he hung up. 

https://www.worldwatchmonitor.org/2017/06/four-years-revolution-egypts-copts-ask-

government/  

Reconciliatory sessions 

A study by EIPR (Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights) estimated that in the last five 

years, around 45 sectarian incidents ended with customary reconciliation, which often 

furthers sectarian tension and violates the principles of citizenship and equality.  

What usually happens is that Christians are attacked on a religious basis (Christian man 

accused of loving a Muslim woman, Christian community accused of building or restoring 

a church, etc.). In order to dissuade the victim to initiate a judiciary process, customary 

reconciliation sessions are organised between both parties under the supervision of 

security forces. During these sessions, the victim is persuaded to drop any judiciary case, 

and to accept reconciliation. 

One of the most tragic cases was Ayman Anwar Mitri’s who got his ear cut by two 

Salafists who declared they were applying Islamic Sharia punitive law (hudud). Mitri had 

been accused of having an affair with a Muslim woman. I would like to quote an article 

published in Al-Ahram Weekly: “In the presence of Muslim and Christian religious leaders 

the victim and his torturer were brought together to sign a granting pardon accord.” 

http://weekly.ahram.org.eg/archive/2011/1041/eg10.htm 

https://eipr.org/sites/default/files/reports/pdf/imposing_biased_outcomes.pdf 

Judiciary system 

Coming back to Soad Thabet’s case, in January 2017, Minya prosecution suspended 

investigations into a case connected to her assault. The prosecution said that the case 

was closed due to insufficient evidence. 

The lawyer representing Thabet told Mada Masr, an Egyptian media, that the prosecution 

neglected her testimony, that of her husband and police investigations, which proved 

that the woman was stripped naked and dragged through the streets of Karm village. 

This is quite common in Egypt where the judiciary system does not treat equally Muslims 

and Christians.  

Another example: in January 2016, a group of young Copts who made a parody video of 

ISIS were sentenced to prison. They had to flee the country.  

However, after the recent attacks against Coptic pilgrims from Minya, some internet 

users posted hate messages, celebrating the violence against Christians. Although it is 

punishable by law, nobody was prosecuted. Such double-standards and impunity 

weakens the Copts. Some may say that there has been no complaint. 

https://www.worldwatchmonitor.org/2017/06/four-years-revolution-egypts-copts-ask-government/
https://www.worldwatchmonitor.org/2017/06/four-years-revolution-egypts-copts-ask-government/
http://weekly.ahram.org.eg/archive/2011/1041/eg10.htm
https://eipr.org/sites/default/files/reports/pdf/imposing_biased_outcomes.pdf
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https://www.madamasr.com/en/2017/01/15/news/u/prosecution-suspends-

investigations-into-assault-of-coptic-woman-in-minya/ 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-4125276/Charges-dropped-against-Soad-

Thabet-s-accused-attackers.html 

New Church construction law 

On 30th August 2016, the Egyptian Parliament approved the long-awaited law on the 

construction and renovation of churches.  

Before the current law was issued, the construction and renovation of churches was 

subject to Hatt-i Humayun, a royal decree of Ottoman times. Istanbul had issued this 

directive in 1856 in order to guarantee the religious rights of Ottoman subjects of 

different non-Muslim communities.  

After the declaration of the Republic, the decision-making process on whether to give 

permission to build or renovate a church passed on to the President, who could then rule 

on the matter. The Ministry of Interior usually intervened in this decision by sending its 

approval or rejection to the President’s Office. Among other things, these conditions 

stress on the church’s distance from the mosque or mausoleum, the faith of the area’s 

inhabitants, the number of Christians in the area, and the existence of another church in 

the township or the distance to the closest church beyond it. Since mosques are subject 

to no such condition, these restrictions therefore clearly reflect the discrimination 

affecting the freedom of Christians to practice their religion and contravene the principles 

of equality and citizenship stipulated by the Constitution. 

But why is this law interesting? Because it clearly reveals the gap between official 

discourse and reality. The 2014 Constitution decreed in article 235: “The House of 

Representatives shall issue a law regulating the building and renovation of churches, 

ensuring that Christians have the freedom to practice their religious rituals.” And this was 

indeed realised just a few days before the deadline given in the Constitution. 

However, expediting the process and passing the law three days after it reached 

Parliament, without real discussion, makes one think on the State’s intentions. Here, the 

title of the Mada Masr’s article is quite revealing: “After 150-year wait, Parliament passes 

church construction law in 3 days”. 

https://www.madamasr.com/en/2016/08/31/feature/politics/after-150-year-wait-

parliament-passes-church-construction-law-in-3-days/ 

http://www.legal-agenda.com/en/article.php?id=3309 

El Tayyeb’s perception of Christian religion 

In November 2015, Sheikh El-Tayyeb declared in a public conference in Luxor that “The 

Renaissance in Europe took place at a time when Christians moved away from religion. 

On the other hand, the "fall", or the collapse of Muslim societies, was due to a departure 

from religion,” meaning that Christianity is a factor of darkness and Islam of 

Enlightenment. This discourse has not remained unnoticed and has been criticised by 

https://www.madamasr.com/en/2017/01/15/news/u/prosecution-suspends-investigations-into-assault-of-coptic-woman-in-minya/
https://www.madamasr.com/en/2017/01/15/news/u/prosecution-suspends-investigations-into-assault-of-coptic-woman-in-minya/
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-4125276/Charges-dropped-against-Soad-Thabet-s-accused-attackers.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-4125276/Charges-dropped-against-Soad-Thabet-s-accused-attackers.html
https://www.madamasr.com/en/2016/08/31/feature/politics/after-150-year-wait-parliament-passes-church-construction-law-in-3-days/
https://www.madamasr.com/en/2016/08/31/feature/politics/after-150-year-wait-parliament-passes-church-construction-law-in-3-days/
http://www.legal-agenda.com/en/article.php?id=3309
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several journalists on Egyptian TV, among others Ibrahim Issa. Issa describes El-

Tayyeb’s message as the most dangerous 2 minutes and 10 seconds of Islamic thought. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CQveO_DMTVc#action=share 

Freedom of Belief 

In May 2016 Al-Azhar said that Cheikh El-Tayyeb had accepted Pope Francis’s invitation 

to the Vatican in order to “explore efforts to spread peace and co-existence”. This 

encounter was very important as it was the first one since the crisis that followed the 

Regensburg discourse given in 2006 by former Pope Benedict XVI erupted.  

Less than a month after the Vatican encounter, Sheikh Ahmad Al-Tayyeb declared in a TV 

interview, posted on the official Al-Azhar Youtube channel, in June 2016 that in Islam 

unrepentant apostates should be killed. 

Sheikh Al-Tayyeb said: “The four schools of law all concur that apostasy is a crime, that 

an apostate should be asked to repent, and that if he does not, he should be killed.” 

"There are two verses in the Quran that clearly mention apostasy, but they did not define 

a specific punishment. They left the punishment for the Hereafter, for Allah to punish 

them as He sees fit. But there are two hadiths [on apostasy]. According to the more 

reliable of the two, a Muslim can only be killed in one of three cases, one of which 

is abandoning his religion and leaving the community.” 

https://www.facebook.com/memri.org/videos/10154241777229717/ 

Human rights 

He further said that “the concepts of Human Rights are full of ticking time-bombs. […] 

The problem is that the [Islamic and Western] civilizations are different. Our civilization 

is based on religion and moral values, whereas their civilization is based more 

on personal liberties and some moral values.” 

https://www.worldwatchmonitor.org/2017/06/four-years-revolution-egypts-copts-ask-

government/ 

Liberal Islam 

Dar al-Ifta al-Masriyyah [Egyptian state-run Islamic institution assigned to issue religious 

edicts] has recently released a statement in which it severely criticised a recently 

established liberal mosque in Berlin. 

Since this is not allowed according to traditional Islamic teachings, Dar al-Ifta al-

Masriyyah said in the statement that the  promotion of  liberal and egalitarian ideology in 

mosques, such as allowing women to lead prayers, is a clear violation of the rules of 

Islam. 

Al-Masriyyah concluded by mentioning that such acts are not ways to combat extremism 

and terrorism; instead these acts are representing a violation of Islam. 

On the image released by Dar el Ifta, you can read: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CQveO_DMTVc#action=share
https://www.facebook.com/memri.org/videos/10154241777229717/
https://www.worldwatchmonitor.org/2017/06/four-years-revolution-egypts-copts-ask-government/
https://www.worldwatchmonitor.org/2017/06/four-years-revolution-egypts-copts-ask-government/
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“Women and men cannot pray on the same line 

A Female Imam cannot lead the prayer for men 

No to liberal mosques” 

It is quite puzzling to see how an Egyptian state Islamic institution is issuing a statement 

condemning a mosque in Germany, especially when you know what this kind of 

condemnations can lead to (takfir: the practice that enables a Muslim to declare another 

Muslim kafir, unbeliever). 

http://www.egyptindependent.com/dar-alifta-attacks-german-mosque/ 

Conclusion 

We were all aware of the 80 churches that were burnt to the ground in Egypt after the 

destitution of the Muslim Brother President Mohamed Morsi. We also heard about the 

recent different terrorist attacks against Coptic Churches or Pilgrims on their way to a 

Monastery in the Libyan Desert.  

However, Western media rarely talks about the everyday life. In the last decades, the 

Egyptian public sphere has increasingly become Muslim. In everyday life, Copts suffer 

from discriminatory behaviours and measures, or see their beliefs being publicly ridiculed 

or even highly criticised (Muslim religious programmes and comments retransmitted in 

public spaces,cafés, streets, where Christians are treated as mushrekin, which is mainly 

considered by Muslims as being polytheist (i.e. highly condemnable). Since Nasser, 

Christians do not have the same access to civil servant positions, to official high 

responsibility posts, to senior military ranks, to University management posts or even to 

high Governmental responsibility. Furthermore, they suffer from derogatory discourse 

both in governmental and Azhari Education systems, the latter even inciting to violent 

actions against the non-believers or the infidels.  

The question that arises today in the Arab world in general is that of citizenship. Whilst 

their fellow Muslim citizens enjoy a far from ideal status, that of Christians in the Arab 

world is even worse.  

The risk is that Christians, more than any others, flee the region. Hence the 

disappearance of Christian communities, as has recently been the case in Syria and Iraq, 

or Turkey at the beginning of the 20th Century, would be dramatic. The region (that has 

already seen its Jewish communities almost vanish) is running the risk of becoming a 

confessional monolith. 

Faced with these major challenges, what are the solutions available to Egypt, which has 

become the main Christian centre in the region? 

Al-Azhar has been criticised, particularly for certain half-hearted stances towards IS and 

because repeated appeals by President El-Sissi for a renewal of religious discourse had 

gone unanswered.  Criticisms levelled at this one thousand-year old institution, from both 

the government and from the Egyptian media, have further increased, following the two 

Church attacks on Palm Sunday. In an article written by Ahmed Mostafa and published by 

the Arabic newspaper Al-Hayat, Al-Azhar has been accused of becoming “an incubator for 

terrorists”. http://www.alhayat.com/m/story/21400344 

http://www.egyptindependent.com/dar-alifta-attacks-german-mosque/
http://www.alhayat.com/m/story/21400344
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During his visit to Cairo in April 2017, the Pope recalled the importance of an appropriate 

education so that relations of fraternity and peace can be established. He also addressed 

questions of respect for others, equality, citizenship, and, of course renewal of religious 

dialogue through a revision of textbooks. It is important to patiently undo the work 

undertaken over nearly a century by the ideology of the Muslim Brotherhood and other 

religious groups: to radicalise society through Education. 

In order to conclude, I would like to quote Monseigneur Gollnisch, General Director of 

L’Œuvre d’Orient: “The future of Christians cannot be considered apart from the question 

of the peoples of the region themselves. If we look at Egypt, it’s the Muslim Egyptians 

who got rid of the Islamists and President Morsi. Muslim population, to a large extent, 

does not want the implementation of an Islamist, fundamentalist, jihadist project. There 

are Muslims who want their country to move towards modernity and citizenship for all, 

and who want Christians to be at their side. There is no future for the Christians outside 

this dialogue.” 

http://www.chretiensdelamediterranee.com/chretiens-dorient-nappartiennent-a-parti-

mgr-pascal-gollnisch-croix/ 

 

Murder of fifth Copt in six weeks creating ‘state of fear 
and terror’ among Egypt’s Christians 

A fifth Copt has been murdered in Egypt in six weeks, aggravating fears among 

Christians that Islamist extremists are targeting them with impunity. 

World Watch Monitor (12.07.2017) - http://bit.ly/2tMoJ0K - Nadra Mounir, 26, was found 

dead in her flat in Cairo last Thursday evening (6 July), and religious icons in her home 

had reportedly been desecrated. 

Her death follows the killings of four other Coptic Christians since the end of May, which 

one priest said was part of “the most aggressive campaign against [the Copts] in the 

history of modern Egypt“. In February Islamic State vowed to “wipe out” Egypt’s Copts, 
though no group or individual has claimed responsibility for these latest incidents. 

Mrs Mounir, an active member of her church and a member of the choir, returned to her 

second-floor flat in the impoverished Christian-majority suburb of Zarayeb Ezbet Al-

Nakhl, after attending a revival service. 

Her body was found by a Christian neighbour, Heba Nagy, who told World Watch 

Monitor: “We – some neighbours and I – heard strange sounds coming out from Nadra’s 

flat. We headed to her apartment to see the matter, we found Nadra lying on the floor, 
drenched in blood. 

“There was a large wound to the front of the neck, her hair had been cut off and all the 

Christian icons which were hanging on the walls of her flat were torn apart,” she said. 

They called the police, who searched the flat and took fingerprints. “There was money 

and Nadra’s jewellery in the bedroom wardrobe. The fact that nothing was taken shows 
that their aim was simply the murder,” she added. 

http://www.chretiensdelamediterranee.com/chretiens-dorient-nappartiennent-a-parti-mgr-pascal-gollnisch-croix/
http://www.chretiensdelamediterranee.com/chretiens-dorient-nappartiennent-a-parti-mgr-pascal-gollnisch-croix/
http://bit.ly/2tMoJ0K
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Mrs Nagy said that a man who lived on the first floor told her he saw two people he did 

not know running down the stairs from the second floor and out of the main door of the 

building. One was reportedly wearing a niqab, or full face veil, and the other a galebaya, 

a traditional robe commonly worn by rural Egyptians. In cosmopolitan Cairo the galebaya 

has become popular with pious Muslims and Islamists such as Salafis and members of 
the Muslim Brotherhood. 

Mrs Nagy suggested that the pair carried out the murder, and must have known Mrs 

Mounir’s movements because they went to her flat at a time when her husband, Girgis 
Samir, was not at home. 

Commentators say the cutting of Mrs Mounir’s hair could signal that the perpetrators 

wished to intimidate women who do not wear the veil. 

Police have not issued a statement or made any arrests in conjunction with the murder. 

Mrs Mounir’s body was taken to a morgue in Cairo for a post mortem. Her family received 

her body on Saturday, 8 July, and she was buried at the family cemetery in Manflout, 
Assiut in Upper Egypt. 

Another neighbour, Nabil Girgis, told World Watch Monitor: “We live in peace and love 

with our Muslim neighbours … But after this incident, there is a state of fear and terror 
among all of us, and we feel that we can be targeted at any time.” 

Fr. Thomas Fekry, a priest at Mrs Mounir’s church, Mar Girgis, added: “The majority of 

people in Zarayeb Ezbet Al-Nakhl are Christians; they are simple people who work 

collecting rubbish. I think that slaughtering Nadra was a message, to intimidate and 
terrorise the Christians in the area.” 

The priest said he believed Mrs Mounir was targeted because “she was an active Christian 

and a singer at the church”. He added: “The fact that the icons hanging on the walls of 

her flat had been taken down and torn apart is proof.” 

In May police reported that an unknown man attacked three Coptic girls who were 

wearing trousers as they walked home from a church in nearby Ezbet al-Nakhl. They 
suffered burns on their legs after the man aimed a chemical substance at their trousers. 

 

Four more Copts killed in ‘most aggressive campaign in 
history of modern Egypt’ 

World Watch Monitor (07.07.2017) - Coptic Christians in Egypt are reeling from a fresh 

spate of murders, which they fear are part of a jihadist campaign against them. 

Three Coptic men were found dead in the space of eight days from the last week of June 

to the first week of July. A fourth was killed in late May. 

The lack of obvious motives and the methods used have led Copts to fear the killings 

may have been carried out by extremists loyal to groups such as Islamic State (IS), 

which in February vowed to “wipe out” Egypt’s Copts, though no group or individual has 

claimed responsibility. 

https://www.worldwatchmonitor.org/2017/02/islamic-state-threatens-to-wipe-out-egypts-copts/
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Christian urologist Albert Fekry was found dead in his clinic in Tala, Monufia Governorate, 

on Sunday (2 July), with a single gash to his neck. 

 

On Sunday (2 July) a Christian urologist, Albert Fekry, was found dead in his clinic with a 

single gash to his neck. Dr Fekry, 67, was found by a patient who returned to the clinic in 

Tala, in the northern Monufia Governorate, to show him his X-ray results. His priest, Fr 

Youstos Joseph, said nothing had been taken from the clinic, and suggested the killer had 

known the doctor worked alone. He added that it was “strange” that the killer had 

managed to pass the security guards at the church just behind the clinic shortly before 

he carried out the attack. 

“Copts are facing the most aggressive campaign against them in the history of 

modern Egypt. The government must be held accountable for its failure to 

protect them.” 

Christian jeweller Girgis Bushra, 

55, was found dead in his home in Heliopolis, outside Cairo, also on 2 July. 
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On the same day, in Heliopolis outside Cairo, Coptic jeweller Girgis Bushra, 55, was 

found dead in his home. He had been shot, according to local police, who have so far 

made no arrests. 

Eight days earlier, a Coptic artist was found dead in the city of Minya, capital of Minya 

Governorate, which is home to many Copts. Michael Nabil Bebawy, a 32-year-old artist, 

did not return home after attending Mass. His brother-in-law, Michael Adel, told World 

Watch Monitor his body had been dumped on railway tracks near the station and his 

head was found beside his body. 

The body of Coptic artist Michael Nabil Bebawy, 32, was 

found on railway tracks near the station. His head was found beside his body. 

Mr Adel, a lawyer, continued: “A train driver reported seeing three people dumping a 

body on a section of the tracks. But the police alleged it was a train accident that severed 

Michael’s head from his body. But we found pools of blood some distance away from the 

tracks, not on the tracks themselves.” He said that when he and other relatives visited 

the morgue of Minya Public Hospital, Mr Bebawy’s body bore no signs of injury. “There 

were just two marks on his head, indicating he had been beaten before he was 

beheaded,” he told World Watch Monitor. 

Mr Adel claimed that the medical examiner who carried out the post-mortem at the 

morgue did not visit the place where the body was found. The medical examiner’s report 

has not yet been issued. 

“The police wanted to portray it as a train accident and not a sectarian one,” Mr Adel 

said. However, he said he feared Mr Bebawy had been murdered by extremists such as 

those who massacred 28 Copts on a bus journey through the desert in May, or IS 

members who had beheaded 20 Copts in Libya in 2015. 

https://www.worldwatchmonitor.org/2017/05/gunmen-kill-35-egyptian-christians-ascension-day-bus-attack/
https://www.worldwatchmonitor.org/2015/02/egypt-seeks-international-help-against-is-after-21-christians-beheaded/
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Magdy Zekry Abdel Malak, 40, also suffered a single gash 

to his neck, when he was killed in May. Police have as yet made no arrests. 

Two days before the bus attack, on 24 May, a Coptic building contractor was found dead 

in his work accommodation. Two co-workers said they found Magdy Zekry Abdel Malak, 

40, with a single gash to his neck. Police have as yet made no arrests. The dead man’s 

cousin, Malak Rizk, told World Watch Monitor that he believed Mr Malak was killed 

“because he was a Christian”, adding that his wallet was found on his person, so he had 

not been killed for money. 

A state of emergency in place since attacks on two churches on Palm Sunday has not 

prevented subsequent attacks against Copts, who complain of a state of indifference 

among the police. 

“The security forces are not concerned with protecting Copts. They forge 

reports and are not bothered with arresting the perpetrators. Extremists are 

allowed to act with impunity, which encourages others to repeat such attacks 

and carry out worse.” 

Fr Bishoy Hakim 

Attacks on Coptic individuals and churches have become more frequent since the 

removal of former president Hosni Mubarak in 2011. Tala, where Dr Fekry was found 

dead, was also the scene of the murder of a Coptic husband and wife in January. 

Fr Bishoy Hakim, a Coptic priest in Minya, alleged there was widespread indifference 

towards Copts. He told World Watch Monitor: “The security forces are not concerned with 

protecting Copts. They forge reports and are not bothered with arresting the 

perpetrators. Extremists are allowed to act with impunity against Copts, which 

encourages others to repeat such attacks and carry out worse.” 

A priest in Cairo, who did not wish to be named, said: “Copts are facing the most 

aggressive campaign against them in the history of modern Egypt. The government must 

be held accountable for its failure to protect them. It also needs to fight relentlessly 

against sectarianism and discrimination, which produce an inexhaustible supply of these 

awful crimes.” 

 

https://www.worldwatchmonitor.org/2017/04/16492/
https://www.worldwatchmonitor.org/2017/01/egypt-couples-murder-marks-second-attack-on-christians-during-copt-christmas/
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For Egypt’s Copts, if it isn’t extremism, it’s sectarianism 

Last Friday (16 June), the Coptic community in Saft el-Khirsa, 180km south of 

Cairo, woke up to find their three-storey community centre had been broken 

into and sealed off by police, and their furniture, rugs and religious icons were 

lying on the street outside. 

World Watch Monitor (21.06.2017) - http://bit.ly/2tLv22V - The building had been 

allocated to them after attacks on their homes in July last year. 

An official explanation for the raid and closure of the building was not given, but a local 

source told World Watch Monitor it was caused by the visit of a local bishop. 

Anba Stephanos, bishop of the city of Biba, had come the previous day (15 June) to 

comfort one of the families who had lost a son in the bus attack in Minya on Ascension 

Day and had also visited the community centre. Muslim residents apparently interpreted 

his visit as a sign the Copts wanted to build a church in the village, and alerted police. 

The incident shows how Egypt’s Copts are not only facing the challenge of Islamic State 

militants, who have vowed to “wipe them out“, but also the daily challenge of living in a 

country where their constitutional right to freedom of belief and expression is challenged 
by their Muslim neighbours. 

According to Coptic news site Watani, the local priest in Saft el-Khirsa, Fr Thomas 

Bibawy, has demanded that the Interior Minister conducts an urgent investigation into 

the incident, while the bishopric has frozen its membership of Beit el-Aila, an interfaith 
group headed by the Grand Imam of Al-Azhar. 

Uphill battle 

The right to freedom of belief, as well as expression, is enshrined in Egypt’s constitution, 
but Copts who wish to practise their faith in a church building face an uphill battle. 

It is almost impossible for Coptic Christians to obtain a license to build a church. 

In Saft el-Khirsa, a town of around 12,000, including approximately 70 Christian families, 

there are ten mosques but no church. And Saft el-Khirsa is far from unique; similar 

situations can be found across the country. 

The Copts here have used their building as a community centre and sometimes also as a 

place of worship, though whether they have permission to do so is unclear. In November 

last year, they applied for a license, but there has been no official response, nor any 
indication when they might receive one or what would help their case. 

Previously, in July last year, the Copts in Saft el-Khirsa were the subject of a violent 

attack over rumours they were building a “house church“. Coptic homes and stores were 

pelted with stones by angry crowds, shouting “We don’t want a church”, and “No god but 
Allah, Christians are the enemies of Allah”, according to local witnesses. 

In a similar case last year, Copts in Koum al-Loufi, Minya, were attacked and four of their 

houses set on fire by local Muslims following a rumour that one of the houses was going 

to be turned into a church. 

http://bit.ly/2tLv22V
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Education 

According to the Washington Post, Minya Governorate has experienced the largest 

number of sectarian attacks, with more than 75 targeting Christian residents in the past 
six years. 

In response, Minya’s Coptic bishop, Anba Makarios, said: “What we need is real effort 
exerted to ensure this is not repeated, not just solidarity and compassion.” 

The Catholic website La Croix points at the the importance of education, saying “the lack 

of education, as well as its corollary, the teaching of conservative thought, is … blamed 

for being the vector of rampant extremism”. Could the same be true of sectarianism in 
general? 

Influential clerics like Sheikh Ahmed al-Naquib teach that “it is forbidden to build 
churches in the lands of Islam. This holds true, even if the ruler allows otherwise”. 

Meanwhile, a young student of Al-Azhar University, a global centre for Sunni thought, 

admits that he “was taught to believe that Muslims were superior to Christians”, adding 

that “certain lecturers even taught that killing a Christian was not a crime”. 

But in an official statement issued on 18 April, Al Azhar said “Sharia prohibits every kind 

of assault against human beings, regardless of their religion and belief”, and “Islam also 
binds Muslims to protect all places of worship and to treat non-Muslims with kindness”. 

Double standards? 

Copts, who make up 10% of Egypt’s population, also complain about “double standards” 
for Muslims and Christians. 

In an interview with La Croix, Victor Salama, a professor at Cairo University, says “the 

Islamisation of society in Egypt has led to a turning inward by the Coptic community 
itself, which has also had consequences”. 

“The public sphere has become Muslim and today we are witnessing double-standard 
justice,” Salama says. 

Salama compares reactions to two recent incidents to make his point. On the one hand, a 

group of young Copts were last year sentenced to prison and eventually fled the country 

because they had made a video mocking Islam. But on the other, Salama notes, “After 

the [bus] attack in Minya, some internet users posted hate messages, rejoicing at the 

violence against Christians. But these were not prosecuted even though the law punishes 
such behaviour. Such impunity weakens the Copts”. 

 

Coptic Christians: Islamic State’s ‘Favorite Prey’ 

By Samuel Tadros 

The New York Times (26.05.2017) - http://nyti.ms/2rfsKtY  

http://nyti.ms/2rfsKtY
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Monks look at the view following a terrorist attack against a group of Coptic Christians traveling to 
a monastery in southern Egypt on Friday. Credit Mohamed Abd El Ghany/Reuters 

“At this rate Copts will be extinct in 100 years. They will die, leave, convert or get killed,” 

a friend wrote on Facebook as news broke of the latest bloody attack on Egypt’s Coptic 

Christians. Less than two months ago, while attending church in Cairo on Palm Sunday, 

my friend told me she’d mused to herself that it was a blessing her daughter wasn’t with 

her: If there was a bombing, at least her child would survive. Forty-five Copts were 

murdered that day by the Islamic State in churches in Alexandria and Tanta. Such are 

the thoughts of Coptic parents in Egypt these days. 

The terrorists chose today’s target well. The Monastery of St. Samuel the Confessor, 

which I visited a decade ago, is very hard to reach. One hundred and ten miles on the 

Cairo Luxor desert road, you make a right-hand turn and for the next 17 miles drive on 

an unpaved road. The single lane forces cars to drive slowly, and, as the only route 

leading to the monastery, the victims were guaranteed to be Copts. Friday is a day off in 

Egypt, and church groups regularly take trips there. Outside of a few policemen stationed 

out front, there is little security presence. 

The terrorists waited on the road like game hunters. Coming their way were three buses, 

one with Sunday school children. Only three of them survived. Their victims were asked 

to recite the Islamic declaration of faith before being shot. 

In the past few months, the Islamic State has made its intentions toward Copts well 

known. “Our favorite prey” they called my co-religionists in a February video. Their 

barbaric attacks have left more than 100 Copts dead in the last few months alone. The 

Northern Sinai is now “Christianfrei,” or free of Christians.  

Many serious questions will be asked in the next few days. How has the Islamic State 

been able to build such an extensive network inside mainland Egypt? Is the Islamic State 

moving its operations to Egypt as it faces pressure in Iraq and Syria? And why has Egypt 

repeatedly failed to prevent these attacks?  

All of these questions are important and require thoughtful deliberation by the Egyptian 

regime and its allies around the world. But these are not the questions on the minds of 

my Coptic friends at home. They have far more intimate concerns: Am I putting my 

children’s lives at risk by remaining here? Should we leave? And what country will take 

us? 
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In February 2014, I met the head of the Jewish community in Egypt, Magda Haroun. 

Today, she told me, there are 15 Jews left in the country, out of a population that once 

stood at nearly 100,000. Ms. Haroun said she was afraid the Copts would soon follow. 

At the time I thought the prospect was overblown. There are millions of Copts in Egypt. 

Where would all of them possibly go? Surely some will remain, I reasoned. But I had left 

the country myself in 2009 — and so have hundreds of thousands of Copts. Even before 

the recent wave of attacks, Copts have been packing their bags and bidding 2,000 years 

of history farewell. As more find permanent homes in the West, more are able to bring 

relatives over. Ms. Haroun was right. 

The Monastery of St. Samuel the Confessor — where one of the giants of the modern 

Coptic church, Father Matthew the Poor, was ordained in 1948 — is the only remaining 

monastery of 35 that once existed in the area. Copts had always been tied to Egypt, their 

very name derived from the Greek word for the country, Aigýptios. Despite waves of 

persecution at the hands of everyone from Roman and Byzantine emperors, Arab and 

Muslim governors and Egypt’s modern presidents, they have refused to leave. Their 

country once gave refuge to the young Jesus. Where will they now find sanctuary? 

In 1954 an Egyptian movie called “Hassan, Marcus and Cohen” was produced. The 

comedy’s title represented characters from Islam, Christianity and Judaism. In 2008, a 

new movie, “Hassan and Marcus” hit theaters. It warned of the growing sectarian strife 

between Egypt’s Christians and Muslims. Fifty years from now, it seems likely that the 

sequel will just be “Hasan.” 

 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

 

26 dead as gunmen fire on bus carrying Coptic Christians 

CNN (26.05.2017) - http://cnn.it/2qWf7za - Twenty-six people have been killed in Egypt 

after unidentified gunmen opened fire on a bus carrying Coptic Christians in what officials 

are calling a terror attack. 

Ten assailants wearing fatigues and face masks fired on the passengers from three four-

wheel drive vehicles, Egypt's Interior Ministry told CNN. 

The Christians were traveling Friday to a monastery, St. Samuel the Confessor, around 

100 km (62 miles) northwest of the city of Minya when they came under fire, the 

ministry said. 

Twenty-five others were also injured, some of whom are now in critical condition, Health 

Ministry spokesman Khaled Mugahed told state-run TV al-Masriya. Men, women and 

children are among the dead and injured, and 50 ambulances are now at the scene, he 

said. 

The attack comes as the country is still under a three-month state of emergency 

period following twin attacks on Coptic churches on Palm Sunday last month that killed 

dozens of people, in attacks claimed by ISIS. 

It was not immediately clear who was responsible for the shooting, but Coptic Christians 

have been targeted by ISIS militants several times in recent years and ongoing violence 

has triggered a mass exodus of Coptic Christians from some towns. 

Spate of attacks 

http://cnn.it/2qWf7za
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Coptic Christians make up about 10% of Egypt's population of 91 million. They base their 

theology on the teachings of the apostle Mark, who introduced Christianity to Egypt. 

Persecution and discrimination against Egypt's Coptic Christians has spiked since the 

toppling of Hosni Mubarak's regime in 2011. 

In  December, an attack on a Coptic church in Cairo killed 25 people. 

Coptic churches and homes have been set on fire, members of the Coptic minority have 

been physically attacked, and their property has been looted, rights group Amnesty 

International reported in March. 

A church in Minya was torched in 2013, gutting its interior. 

 

In Egypt, Meeting with Sunni Muslim Leaders, Pope 
Francis Must Speak Up 

He should ask them to define and clarify key Islamic terms that terrorist groups 

use to recruit members. 

By Nina Shea, 

National Review (27.04.2017) - http://bit.ly/2qvB3yd - On Friday, Pope Francis travels to 

Egypt, the largest Arab country and home to the Copts, the Middle East’s largest 

Christian community. His principal purpose is to take part in an interfaith dialogue with 

Grand Sheikh Ahmed el-Tayeb, who heads el-Azhar, the ancient center of Sunni Muslim 

learning. 

Begun 20 years ago, this dialogue effort is best known for Tayeb’s breaking it off in 2011, 

after he faulted Pope Benedict XVI for an “unacceptable interference” in Egypt’s internal 

affairs. Media now herald its resumption as a breakthrough, a sign of thawed relations 

between the two venerable institutions. For Christians, it comes at a desperate time and 

place: Ancient Christian communities are being relentlessly targeted by ISIS, as was 

underscored on Palm Sunday when two Coptic Orthodox churches were bombed, killing 

45 members of the congregations. 

Christian–Muslim meetings have typically been exercises in futility. They have borne little 

fruit, often resulting in Christian concessions and apologies that go unreciprocated. A 

classic example is the Vatican’s intervention with Roman city officials to facilitate the 

construction a Saudi-backed mega-mosque during the 1970s; Saudi Arabia has 

responded by continuing to ban churches within the kingdom, despite its million Christian 

foreign workers. 

It does not augur well that in late February, in preliminary meetings for this dialogue, 

Vatican diplomats reportedly avoided sensitive issues, called generally for more tolerance 

and less religious extremism, and obsequiously remarked that, given its Abrahamic roots, 

Islam is considered “the closest religion” to Christianity, a perplexing statement that 

glosses over both the Old Testament, which Christianity shares with Judaism, and the 

absence of any sacred texts that Christianity shares with Islam. 

Whether the Cairo meeting will have real significance or turn out to be more dialogue for 

dialogue’s sake will depend partly on what Pope Francis says. 

What the Pope Can’t Say 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/03/egypt-government-must-protect-coptic-christians-targeted-in-string-of-deadly-attacks-in-north-sinai/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/03/egypt-government-must-protect-coptic-christians-targeted-in-string-of-deadly-attacks-in-north-sinai/
http://bit.ly/2qvB3yd
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/03/azhar-vatican-ties-breakthrough-egypt-pope-francis.html
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The pope will have to take into consideration the grand sheikh’s red line: no criticism of 

Islam. Tayeb holds the view that to ask el-Azhar to address attacks on churches is to 

insinuate that they are caused by Islamic extremism. He rejects that assumption as 

“Islamophobia,” a form of blasphemy or “defamation against Islam.” 

What angered Tayeb five years ago and prompted him to freeze the Vatican dialogue was 

precisely a papal denunciation of a church bombing in Alexandria at a Mass on New 

Year’s Eve, 2010. Pope Benedict called for the Copts’ protection. Two months ago, in a 

talk at the time of this round’s preliminary meetings, Tayeb indicated that his views on 

this score haven’t changed. While condemning the recent attacks, he stated that they 

have “nothing to do with religion” but “just exploit the name of Islam.” Were Francis to 

take Benedict’s approach, it would guarantee the dialogue’s quick, unceremonial end. 

What the Pope Is Likely to Say 

The pope can’t entirely ignore the elephant in the room. Since 2011, when this dialogue 

was suspended, ISIS and other terrorists operating under the banner of Islam have all 

but destroyed two of the region’s four largest remaining Christian communities, in Iraq, 

Syria, Lebanon, and Egypt — churches that trace their roots to the Apostles. Severely 

persecuted and forced into a mass exodus, Iraq’s Christians now number about 200,000, 

down from their pre-2003 population of 1.4 million. Syria is reported to have lost up to 

half of its 2 million Christians. In 2015, Pope Francis was the first to call this “genocide.” 

Moreover, when this meeting was announced last October, no one anticipated that 

“Islamic State of Egypt” was about to announce its formation. It did so by proclaiming in 

a video that the country’s Copts were its “favorite prey” and the targeting of them its 

“priority.” Last December, the Coptic Orthodox Cathedral compound in Cairo was 

bombed, and 25 of the faithful were killed. In North Sinai in February, seven Copts were 

murdered, and terrorists drove a thousand others from their homes. April 9 saw the twin 

church bombings. On April 18, the ancient monastery of St. Catherine was attacked in 

South Sinai. These developments can’t be ignored. 

In recent weeks, in gestures and short statements, the pope has given clues as to what 

he might say in Egypt. 

The Vatican is showing a united Christian front. Francis has issued condolences to the 

Coptic Church following the PalmSunday attacks and recently broadcast that he would 

like his visit to “be a witness of my affection, comfort, and encouragement for all the 

Christians of the Middle East.” His refusal of the protection of an armored car for the trip 

is a brave gesture of solidarity with them. Bartholomew, the Ecumenical Patriarch of 

Constantinople and head of Greek Orthodox Christians, will accompany him, along with 

Pope Tawadros II, representing the Coptic Orthodox Church. 

In Egypt, taking the grand sheikh’s own words, the pope should ask him to define and 

clarify key terms that ISIS and other jihadi groups use to recruit Muslims. 

In another symbolic gesture of solidarity, Pope Francis last weekend at St. Bartholomew’s 

Basilica in Rome participated in a memorial service for contemporary martyrs. One of the 

speakers was Rose, the sister of Father Jacques Hamel, a priest whose throat was slit by 

Muslim extremists during Mass in a French church last summer. The pope departed from 

his prepared remarks to offer an anecdote about the persecution besieging Christians in 

the Muslim world today. He said that a Muslim man he met at a migrant center in Greece 

told him that he saw terrorists slit his wife’s throat when she refused to discard her 

crucifix. Perhaps anxious not to be seen as anti-Muslim, Francis, emphasizing that the 

Muslim husband was aggrieved, concluded the story by calling the migrant center a 

“concentration camp,” a hyperbolic remark that drew press attention and offended Jewish 

groups. 

http://www.azhar.eg/observer-en/details/the-speech-of-his-eminence-dr-ahmed-at-tayyeb-the-grand-imam-of-al-azhar-at-the-global-conference-of-al-azhar-al-sharif-and-muslim-council-of-elders
http://en.radiovaticana.va/news/2017/04/25/pope_francis_sends_video_message_ahead_of_egypt_visit/1307860
http://m.asianews.it/news-en/Pope:-The-persecution-of-Christians-comes-from-the-devil's-hatred-40549.html
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Pope Francis took a step back from the persecution issue a few days later, in a brief, 

friendly video message to all the people of Egypt, not just the Copts. Referring to the 

recent violence, which he imprecisely described as “blind,” he said, “Our world needs 

peace, love, and mercy. It needs peacemakers, people who are free and who set others 

free, men and women of courage who can learn from the past in order to build the 

future, free of every form of prejudice.” 

What the Pope Should Say 

In Egypt, the pope is likely to continue bearing witness, invoking platitudes and keeping 

his focus on the Christian martyrs rather than the sensitive issue of their persecutors. He 

will also likely stress the philosophy of “healthy secularity,” which would ensure full 

citizenship for Christians, an important theme pressed in Christian–Muslim dialogue since 

Benedict’s time but without noticeable progress on the ground. 

The pope needs to do more. He should challenge the grand sheikh to promote specific, 

measurable educational reforms in the Muslim world. In 2015, Egypt’s President Abdel 

Fattah el-Sisi went to el Azhar and pressed the imams for a “religious revolution” to end 

terrorism to little avail. 

The grand sheikh has given him an opening. At the preliminary meetings, Tayeb called 

the terrorists “deviants” from the right path of Islam and argued that they 

“misunderstand” Islam. “Exonerating religion from terrorism is no longer sufficient,” he 

said. 

Taking the grand sheikh’s own words, the pope should ask him to define and clarify key 

terms that ISIS and other jihadi groups use to attract and recruit Muslims. Tayeb has 

already made progress with the doctrine of takfir, a form of excommunication which the 

terrorists use to justify the killing of Sunni Muslims who reject extremism. 

Tayeb must do the same with all the terms that are used to justify on Islamic grounds 

the killing and harming of Christians and others. Clarification is needed on such loaded 

terms as infidel, polytheist, idolator, apostate, and blasphemer and on the doctrines of 

dhimmitude and jihad. ISIS uses these and other terms regularly in its videos and online 

publications, which resonate with enough Muslims to make Islamic terrorism an 

existential threat to Christian minorities in the Middle East and a growing threat 

worldwide. As commonly taught, such language is a source of “continual incitement” of 

youth, as Henri Boulad, an Egyptian Jesuit, told the Vatican newspaper, L’Osservatore 

Romano. 

For a helpful example, Pope Francis could point to Morocco. Earlier this year, its High 

Religious Committee removed the death penalty for apostasy, rescinding its 2012 ruling 

that apostates were condemned to death. It clarified: “The most accurate understanding, 

and the most consistent with the Islamic legislation and the practical way of the Prophet, 

peace be upon him, is that the killing of the apostate is meant for the traitor of the 

group, the one disclosing secrets, . . . the equivalent of treason in international law.” 

The head of the Roman Catholic Church has much to impart from Christianity’s own 

historical struggle with such issues in coming to terms with modernity. As a leading 

Sunni authority with particular influence in Egypt, where al-Azhar trains 1,000 preachers 

each year, the grand sheikh should be pressed to publicly and unequivocally delink from 

violence all the Islamic terms used to justify terror and persecution. Pope Francis should 

not shy away from making that demand. 

 

 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

 

http://en.radiovaticana.va/news/2017/04/25/pope_francis_sends_video_message_ahead_of_egypt_visit/1307860
http://m.asianews.it/news-en/Francis-in-Egypt-to-strengthen-Benedict-XVI's-%22healthy-secularism%22-in-order-to-fight-extremism-40582.html
http://www.cnn.com/2015/01/06/africa/egypt-president-speech/
http://www.oasiscenter.eu/articles/religions-and-the-public-sphere/2017/04/13/the-islamic-sacred-scriptures-are-not-rental-weapons
https://cruxnow.com/vatican/2017/02/21/vatican-al-azhar-team-counter-religious-justification-violence/
https://www.moroccoworldnews.com/2017/02/207505/moroccos-high-religious-committee-says-apostates-should-not-be-killed/
https://www.moroccoworldnews.com/2017/02/207505/moroccos-high-religious-committee-says-apostates-should-not-be-killed/
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Egypt's Coptic churches hit by deadly blasts on Palm 
Sunday 

Two blasts targeting Coptic Christians in Egypt on Palm Sunday have killed at 

least 44 people, officials say. 

 

See pictures at http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-39547767 

See videos at http://www.euronews.com/2017/04/09/egypt-second-coptic-church-

blast-hits-alexandria  

 

BBC (10.04.2017) - http://bbc.in/2oUQDDi - An explosion at St George's Coptic church in 

Tanta killed 27 people. Hours later, a blast outside St Mark's Coptic church in Alexandria 

left 17 dead. 

So-called Islamic State (IS) said it was behind the explosions, the latest in a series of 

attacks targeting the Christian minority in the country. 

President Abdul Fattah al-Sisi ordered military deployments across Egypt. 

In a statement, he said the army would be sent to protect "vital and important 

infrastructure". The government announced three days of mourning. 

In Alexandria, Pope Tawadros II, head of the Coptic Church, had been attending Mass 

inside the church targeted but was not hurt, state media reported. 

Several police officers, including one policewoman, were among those killed, the interior 

ministry said. The suicide bomber blew himself up after they stopped him from entering 

the church. 

The first explosion in Tanta, 95km (60 miles) north of Cairo, took place near the altar of 

the church. It remains unclear if it was also caused by a suicide bomber. 

"I saw pieces of body parts and broken seats. There was so much blood everywhere, 

some people had half of their bodies missing. The first three rows [inside the church] 

were destroyed," Nabil Nader, an eyewitness, said. 

The explosions injured at least 71 people in Tanta and 35 others in Alexandria, the health 

ministry said. 

The blasts appear to have been timed for maximum impact, as people gathered to mark 

Palm Sunday. It is one of the holiest days in the Christian calendar, marking the 

triumphal entry of Jesus Christ into Jerusalem. 

Egyptian security forces had been put on alert in anticipation of attacks.  

The attacks come weeks before an expected visit by Pope Francis intended to show 

support for the country's Christian minority. He condemned the explosions. 

"I pray for the dead and the injured, and I am close in spirit to the family members [of 

the victims] and to the entire community," the Pope said. 

Pope Tawadros II told local TV that "sinful acts will not undermine the unity and 

coherence of the Egyptian people in the face of terrorism". 

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-39547767
http://www.euronews.com/2017/04/09/egypt-second-coptic-church-blast-hits-alexandria
http://www.euronews.com/2017/04/09/egypt-second-coptic-church-blast-hits-alexandria
http://bbc.in/2oUQDDi
http://www.news.va/en/news/pope-francis-condemns-cairo-terror-attack-on-copti
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In the UK, the General Bishop of the Coptic Orthodox Church, Bishop 

Angaelos, condemned the "senseless and heartless brutality" of the attacks. 

Meanwhile, US President Donald Trump said on Twitter that he had "great confidence" 

that President Sisi would handle the situation "properly". 

Violence against the religious minority has risen in recent years, especially since 2013, 

when the military overthrew President Mohammed Morsi, who hailed from the Muslim 

Brotherhood, and launched a crackdown against Islamists. 

Some Morsi supporters blamed Christians for supporting the overthrow. 

In February, IS warned of more attacks against Copts, who make up about 10% of 

Egypt's population. 

The Copts and Egypt 

By Sebastian Usher, BBC Arab affairs editor 

The Copts are one of the most ancient Christian communities and the largest still left in 

the Middle East. But they have long felt vulnerable and marginalised. This sense of 

precariousness has only increased in recent years, with the rise of violent jihadism in 

parts of Egypt. 

The country's political and Muslim religious leaders have tried to provide reassurance that 

they stand united with the Copts - and have portrayed the recent upsurge in attacks as 

an attempt by extremists to sow division. 

But in recent months, Coptic families have been fleeing the northern Sinai after a series 

of murders and assaults. 

Their trust in the state's ability and willingness to protect them will now be even more 

deeply shaken - as bombs desecrate Palm Sunday, fulfilling a rash of recent threats by 

the Islamic State group to intensify their violence against Christians in Egypt. 

What is the Coptic Christian faith? 

The Coptic Orthodox Church is the main Christian Church in Egypt. While most Copts live 

in Egypt, the Church has about a million members outside the country. 

Copts believe that their Church dates back to around 50 AD, when the Apostle Mark is 

said to have visited Egypt. Mark is regarded as the first Pope of Alexandria - the head of 

their church. 

This makes it one of the earliest Christian groups outside the Holy Land. 

The Church separated from other Christian denominations at the Council of Chalcedon 

(451 AD) in a dispute over the human and divine nature of Jesus Christ. 

The early Church suffered persecution under the Roman Empire, and there were 

intermittent persecutions after Egypt became a Muslim country. Many believe that 

continues to this day. 

Copts in Egypt: Recent developments 

 December 2016: 25 people died when a bomb exploded at the Coptic 

cathedral in Cairo during a service. IS said it was behind the attack 

http://copticcentre.blogspot.co.uk/2017/04/statement-by-his-grace-bishop-angaelos.html
https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/851092618754891781
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-38280627
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  February 2016: A court sentenced three Christian teenagers to five years 

in prison for insulting Islam. They had appeared in a video, apparently mocking 

Muslim prayers, but claimed they had been mocking IS following a number of 

beheadings 

  April 2013: Two people were killed outside St Mark's cathedral in Cairo 

when people mourning the death of four Coptic Christians killed in religious 

violence clashed with local residents 

 

 

 

  

 

 

In Egypt, ‘3000 extremist fatwas’ incite destruction of 
churches 

Egypt’s official religious institution tasked with drafting edicts has found 3,000 

fatwas (religious edicts) issued by extremists that incite the destruction of 

churches in the country, Egypt’s Grand Mufti, Dr. Shawki Allam. 

 

Mohabat News (02.04.2017) - http://bit.ly/2nIUCBS - Dr. Allam rejected the existence of 

these fatwas, saying: “human diversity is inevitable and divine … the oppression of 

religions is rejected by law because human relations are a divine formula to achieve 

coexistence and renounce discord.” 

The extremist fatwas rejected coexistence between Muslims and Christians in Egypt. 

Towards the end of 2016, 25 people were killed and 31 wounded in an explosion that 

targeted the Cathedral of Saint Mark in the Abbasia district in Cairo. 

The Mufti said that “all attempts aiming to divide between the Muslims and Christians of 

Egypt have failed.” 

He added: “Muslims had never destroyed any kind of heritage after their historic victories 

in foreign countries, in contrary to what ISIS and other extremists are doing now.” 

He said that they have also found “fatwas inciting the demolition of Cairo and Giza 

heritage sites, in an explicit violation to the way Islam deals with heritage.” 

 

Egyptian journalist: discrimination of Egyptian Copts the 
result of fanaticism in education system 

The Middle East Media Research Institute (06.03.2017) - http://bit.ly/2n0ohH6 - 
Following the expulsion by ISIS of Coptic families from their homes in north Sinai, [1] 

Egyptian journalist Fathia Al-Dakhakhni wrote an article in the daily Al-Masri Al-Yawm in 

which she harshly criticized the discrimination suffered by Copts in Egypt, saying that 

Egyptians are "raised on the concept of discrimination against the other" and need 

reeducation. While praising the efforts of President 'Abd Al-Fattah Al-Sisi to combat 

sectarian and religious fanaticism in Egyptian society, she stressed that "the problem will 

not be solved by laws, declarations or presidential decrees." Rather, efforts must begin 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-35661870
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-22062622
http://mohabatnews.com/en/?p=3422
http://mohabatnews.com/en/?p=3422
http://bit.ly/2nIUCBS
http://bit.ly/2n0ohH6
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with the education system, which inculcates racist ideas in pupils and teaches them that 

Christians are infidels destined for Hell. She also called to abolish religion studies in 

schools that separate Muslims from Christians and highlight the distinction between them 

from an early age, to punish fanatical teachers who poison children's minds with 

extremist ideas, and remove the religion clause from Egyptian identity cards. According 

to her, the discrimination against Copts blackens the image of peace-loving and tolerant 

Egypt, keeps it from making progress and provides an excuse to interfere in its affairs 

and harm it. 

The following are excerpts from her article: [2] 

"Luckily for me, or perhaps unluckily, I went to school outside Egypt and therefore never 

heard the question 'Are you Muslim or Christian?' or the [derogative names applied to 

Copts in Egypt, such as] 'udhma zarqa ["blue bone"],[3] arba'a risha ["four feathers"] 

[4]or Kufts [a distortion of "Copts"] until I came back to Egypt to complete my university 

studies. Although both my parents are Egyptian, neither of them spoke of these things at 

home, [so I never heard] these expressions until one day I happened to hear one of my 

younger brothers use them. He refused to eat the sweets that a Christian neighbor had 

sent us because she was a 'blue-bone' 'four-feathers.' 

"I pondered long, trying to understand how my little brother's behavior could change this 

way although we had grown up in the same home. I realized that my parents' closest 

friends were Christians, although this had never occurred to me before. I knew that I had 

grown up among Christian friends, and could not understand what had made my brother 

talk this way. 

"The answer [turned out to be]: school. That's where my brother heard these terms and 

learned that Christians are infidels destined for Hell. Worse than that, [he heard that] 

their food is disgusting and Muslims must not eat it. From that moment I started noticing 

the hidden signs of the fanaticism and sectarianism that exist in our society, whose 

leaders are always brandishing the slogan of unity and repeating the mantra 'the 

Crescent lives alongside the Cross.' 

"We often hear of a sectarian crisis erupting [in Egypt] because [a Muslim and a Copt] 

became romantically involved or because of some financial dispute [between a Muslim 

and a Copt]. [Then we hear] that the government announced it would settle [the 

dispute] by means of a customary-law mediation committee,[5] and that the committee 

ruled that the Christian families must be expelled from the Kashah area [in Sohag 

governorate in the south] to Al-Faiyum [governorate in the north] or elsewhere. And now 

we have [a sectarian crisis] in Sinai, although the situation there is different, because we 

are facing a terror organization [ISIS] that is trying to destroy the country and uses the 

Coptic issue as an excuse to heighten the [sectarian] conflict. 

"President 'Abd Al-Fattah Al-Sisi has called more than once to reform the religious 

discourse and strengthen values of tolerance. He has also stressed the need to build a 

church in every new city and he makes sure to visit the [Coptic] cathedral on Christmas. 

All these presidential moves are praiseworthy and indicate a desire to end fanaticism and 

sectarianism in society. But the problem will not be solved by laws, declarations or 

presidential decrees. Fanaticism in Egypt is a matter of education, so there is need to 

reform the education received by [the members of our] society, who are raised on the 

concept of discrimination against the other. [The change] must start in school – because 

fanaticism begins with religion classes that separate Muslims from Christians, so that the 

child discovers in his earliest formative years that there is an 'other' who is different and 

who must be shunned. The next stage arrives when some teachers secretly poison the 

children's minds, [spreading] the racism and discrimination they [themselves] were 

raised on and treating the other as an infidel destined for Hell. The inculcation of racism 
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continues in the mosque and [in interaction] with friends, until we arrive at the current 

situation. 

"We must stop burying our heads in the sand like ostriches and acknowledge that there 

is a problem, that there is fanaticism and discrimination against Egypt's Copts, who are 

excluded from holding [certain senior] positions. This blackens the image of peace-loving 

and tolerant Egypt and keeps it from making progress, and supplies an excuse for 

interference in our internal affairs and for harming us from within. We must reconsider 

the proposals to abolish religion studies in schools and remove the religion clause from 

identity cards, change the culture of [our] teachers and punish those of them who teach 

our kids to be fanatics. We must also act to make [the principle of] citizenship, enshrined 

in the constitution, a reality and not just words on paper. I charge the parliament to 

establish an anti-discrimination commission as soon as possible, as the constitution 

demands. I also urge Education Minister Dr. Tarek Shawki to give this issue as much 

attention as he devotes to the issue of leaking and falsifying exams." 

[1]On this see MEMRI Inquiry and Analysis, Copts Flee Sinai Amid ISIS Campaign Of 
Murder, Threats, February 27, 2017. 

[2] Al-Masri Al-Yawm (Egypt), February 26, 2017. 

[3] According to some, this epithet dates from the time of the sixth Fatimid caliph Al-Hakim 
(985-1021), who required Christians to wear a heavy cross around their necks. The chain, 
rubbing against the nape of their necks, painted it blue, hence the epithet. 

[4] Apparently a reference to the cross that consists of four lines. 

[5] The reference is to reconciliation committees comprising representatives of the Muslim 

and Coptic communities that meet to resolve conflicts between these communities in 
Egyptian villages, as an alternative to resolving them in court. This practice has come 
under fire from Egyptian Copts and others, who stated that these meetings are aimed at 

dropping the charges against Muslim aggressors while persuading the Coptic victims to give 
up their rights and even to leave their villages. For a 2015 incident in Beni Suef in which 
Coptic families were evicted from their village, see MEMRI Special Dispatch 
No.6097, Expulsion Of Coptic Families From Their Homes Sparks Uproar In Egypt, July 8, 

2015. 
 

Attacks on Copts in Sinai 'a message from ISIL' 
The state's 'war on terrorism' in Sinai has proved unsuccessful, say analysts. 

 

 

 
An estimated 150 families - more than 400 people - fled their homes in El Arish [EPA] 

 

https://www.memri.org/reports/copts-flee-sinai-amid-isis-campaign-murder-threats
https://www.memri.org/reports/copts-flee-sinai-amid-isis-campaign-murder-threats
https://www.memri.org/reports/expulsion-coptic-families-their-homes-sparks-uproar-egypt
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By Farah Najjar 

 

Al Jazeera (01.03.2017) - http://bit.ly/2lWiO3I - The latest string of attacks in northern 

Sinai's El Arish against Coptic Christians were indirect attempts by armed groups to 

undermine the government, according to Egyptian experts and analysts. 

Hundreds of Copts fled their homes last week after seven Copts were killed over a span 

of 21 days, in deadly shooting and arson attacks. An estimated 150 families - more than 

400 people - began arriving at the Suez Canal city of Ismailia, the closest to El Arish, 

seeking refuge in the Evangelical church on Thursday. 

The recent incidents have shed light and raised questions about the lack of security for 

residents, particularly minorities, in the peninsula. Mina Thabet, a researcher at the 

Egyptian Commission for Rights and Freedoms, a local non-governmental organisation, 

described the incident as an "exodus". 

"People have no sense of safety whatsoever, they've been struck with panic and are still 

processing the events that have been taking place," Thabet told Al Jazeera, adding that 

more families were expected to flee in the coming days.  

Although there has been no immediate claim of responsibility for the attacks, fighters 

affiliated with the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL, also known as ISIS) group 

based in the Sinai province released a video on February 19, vowing to increase attacks 

against the Coptic Christian minority, inciting fear among the community. 

The Sinai Peninsula, a volatile desert region that is split into two governorates, north and 

south, has been a hotbed for various armed groups. Thabet said that public outrage at 

the attacks emphasised the need for a national strategy to help fight "terrorism" in the 

country, in steps that should be prompted by civil society groups. 

“The vast majority of the Egyptian population is not impacted by the activity in 

Sinai, so it is easy for the central government to ignore – either because they 

aren’t able to address the growing violence there or because they don’t want to”  

– Sarah Yerkes, Brookings Fellow and MENA expert 

In 2014, following a deadly suicide bombing that left 31 soldiers killed, President Abdel 

Fattah el-Sisi declared a state of emergency in the peninsula describing it as a "nesting 

ground for terrorism and terrorists". 

But for the 150 displaced families, the state's vow to fight "terrorism" and end the 

frequent attacks has proved unsuccessful. 

The fleeing families' testimonies, said Thabet, indicate that they have been feeling unsafe 

ever since Sisi ousted former President Mohamed Morsi of the Muslim Brotherhood back 

in 2013. 

While Coptic Christians have been eminent supporters of Sisi, according to testimonies 

made to local media, families are now wondering why the government remains silent, 

and why it is unable to protect them. 

A widowed woman who lost her husband to an attack in January, told the local Al-

Bedaiah news outlet: "Is this what has come of our country? The country my husband 

told me was dear? Where is the army that my husband left me and his children to 

serve?" 

http://bit.ly/2lWiO3I
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According to Thabet, Egypt's ministry of social solidarity told the community the current 

situation was "temporary". 

"The reality shows otherwise," said Thabet. 

In a statement made on Friday, the Coptic Church in Egypt condemned the attacks and 

referred to them as "acts of terrorism … exported to Egypt from abroad", aimed at 

"striking our national unity". 

Speaking to Al Jazeera, a Cairo-based journalist and researcher on minority groups, who 

asked to remain anonymous for security reasons, described the church's position as 

"weak and lenient". 

"They failed to confront the situation and address the attacks in a direct manner," he 

said. "People expected the church to have a stronger stance." 

This is not the first time Coptic Christians fled Sinai in fear of persecution. Waves of 

displacement have taken place in recent years, especially since a church in Rafah, a town 

near El Arish, was robbed and attacked several times in 2012. According to the 

researcher, there has long been an "undeniable" environment of discrimination against 

the minority. 

But Sinai, following the Egyptian uprising in 2011, has witnessed widespread violence 

targeting not only Copts, but also police and military personnel. In July 2015, ISIL 

affiliates were able to simultaneously attack multiple security and military targets, killing 

at least 35 people in posts located in various parts of Sinai, including El Arish and Sheikh 

Zuweid. 

Earlier this year, a truck bomb attack and a shooting killed at least 13 people. 

The constant violence on the peninsula has led to the displacement of 30,000 families, 

who fled Rafah, Sheikh Zuweid, and El Arish over the past two years, parliamentarian 

Ibrahim Abu Sahrarah of northern Sinai said in a recent televised appearance. 

"I met displaced people whose families were residents of El Arish for more than 100 

years - it's all they know," the researcher said, adding that targeting the "weak" minority 

is easier for the armed groups. 

Through the attacks, he said, ISIL affiliates are sending a message to the state, telling 

them that they were successful in "changing the demographic makeup" of Sinai, which 

brings them a step closer to their objective of controlling territory in Egypt. 

"They want to hurt the security apparatus, and one way of doing so is to have people say 

we are no longer provided with safety from our government". 

Similarly, Samer Shehata, a specialist in Egyptian politics, told Al Jazeera that Copts 

were "softer targets" for armed groups in Sinai. Prior to the latest wave of attacks, said 

Shehata, the state's military and security personnel were the "preferred choice" for such 

groups. 

"The primary target of the attacks is the Egyptian state and its ability to provide security 

for its citizens," he said, adding it was difficult to know whether the attacks were 

politically or religiously motivated. 

Shehata characterised Sinai as an area that lacks the full control of the state, 

"particularly around the Gaza Strip [bordering Rafah], but most likely also other remote 

spaces in the interior".  
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Egypt's most active armed group, calling itself the Province of Sinai, pledged allegiance 

to ISIL in 2014. It was previously known as Ansar Beit al-Maqdis. The group was formed 

during the security vacuum that followed the January 25 popular uprising in 2011 and 

has claimed numerous assaults on military personnel. 

According to analysts, Egypt has treated Sinai as a threat ever since Israeli 

forces withdrew from the peninsula in 1982. Sinai inhabitants, including Egyptian 

Bedouins, have been marginalised socially, politically, and economically as a result of the 

threat the region poses to Egyptian security forces. 

Egyptian Bedouins are seen by security forces as potential "terrorists" as opposed to full 

Egyptian citizens - rendering the region as underdeveloped and thus, fragile, according to 

Omar Ashour, an expert on Islamist movements.  

But the recent wave of attacks, says one analyst, indicate that Copts are being targeted 

based on their religious affiliation. Sarah Yerkes, non-resident Brookings Fellow and 

MENA expert, told Al Jazeera that ISIL affiliates commonly target non-Muslims, and 

perceive Egypt's Copts as strong allies and supporters of Sisi. 

"The Sinai peninsula is notoriously hard to govern and has been overrun by various 

armed groups," she said, adding that Sinai is home to armed groups due to the size of its 

territory, and also because it is "physically removed from Cairo". "What happens in Sinai 

tends to stay in Sinai," Yerkes said. 

"The vast majority of the Egyptian population is not impacted by the activity in Sinai, so 

it is easy for the central government to ignore - either because they aren't able to 

address the growing violence there or because they don't want to." 

 

Egypt's Coptic Christians flee Sinai after killings 
 

Flight of families to Ismailia follows warning of attacks by ISIL and murders 

targeting community in El Arish. 

 
Al Jazeera (26.02.2017) - http://bit.ly/2munEFd - Hundreds of members of Egypt's 

Coptic Christian minority have fled the Sinai Peninsula to Ismailia city, 115km northeast 

of the capital Cairo, following a series of killings by a local armed group. 

The assailants have shot and killed at least seven Christians in separate attacks in Sinai's 

El Arish city in February. 

At least 90 families have reached the Ismailia governorate, according to an official of the 

Coptic Orthodox Church. 

"The government helped find housing for some families and we rented apartments for the 

rest," Father Kyrillos Ibrahim told DPA news agency from Ismailia on Sunday. 

Each of the 90 families includes on average five members, according to him. 

"It is hard to estimate if there will be more families coming, it depends how bad the 

situation is. We hope this is a temporary situation," Ibrahim said. 

Arriving scared 

Luggage, boxes of food and newly displaced people were arriving throughout Sunday at 

Ismailia's main youth hostel where authorities have put up 45 families. 

http://bit.ly/2munEFd
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Many rights activists say the displacement is a clear sign the government of 

President Abdel Fattah el-Sisi has failed to provide a minimum of security for Sinai's 

Coptic Christians. 

The government only agreed to put up the fleeing Christians in government housing in 

Ismailia after pressure on social media, which they underline as another disturbing sign. 

Nabil Shukrallah of Ismailia's Evangelical Church said the families arrive scared and in 

need of supplies, which are being stockpiled at the church via donations from several 

parishes. 

 

They are then transported to be housed in and around the city, in private homes and, 

now, also accommodation provided by the government. 

"They're exhausted, with urgent needs for food and children's clothing," he said, as one 

father carried off a sick infant to be evacuated by ambulance. 

"They're terrified of the violence and brutality of the terrorists." 

Largely desert, the Sinai Peninsula has seen repeated attacks from armed groups, mainly 

targeting security forces, since the 2011 uprising that toppled longtime leader Hosni 

Mubarak. 

ISIL video 

The flight from Sinai has intensified after the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) 

group released a video last week threatening to carry out attacks against Christians in 

Egypt. 

It described Christians as "infidels" empowering the West against Muslims. 

The area's few Christians had been trickling out but the departures picked up after 

fighters killed a Christian plumber at home in front of his family on Thursday in El Arish. 
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At least 90 Coptic families have reached the Ismailia governorate [Ahmed Aboulenein/Reuters] 

No group has claimed responsibility for the attack. But Egypt's ISIL affiliate is based in 

north Sinai and in December carried out a suicide bombing against a Cairo church. 

The Cairo church bombing and the recent killings point to a shift in ISIL's tactics in Egypt, 

with the group now also attacking Christian targets that are less well protected than 

military installations. 

Before Egypt's 2011 Arab Spring uprising, about 5,000 Christians lived in northern Sinai, 

but the number has since dwindled to fewer than 1,000, say priests and residents. 

Egypt does not keep official statistics on the number of Christians in cities or across the 

country. 

 

Egypt drops case against mob that attacked Christian 
woman 

Egyptian prosecutors have thrown out a case brought by an elderly Christian 

woman against several members of a Muslim mob who stripped off her clothes 

and paraded her naked through the streets, her lawyer said Sunday. 

 

By Hamza Hendawi  

 

World-Wide Religious News (15.01.2017) - http://bit.ly/2iDhj7g - Last May's assault in 

the central Minya province began after rumors spread that the son of the 70-year-old 

woman had an affair with a Muslim woman — a taboo in majority Muslim and 

conservative Egypt. 

Saturday's decision by the prosecutors cited lack of sufficient evidence, according to the 

lawyer, Eihab Ramzy. Another case against the alleged perpetrators of the violence, 

which also targeted Christian homes, remains ongoing. 

The woman, Souad Thabet, told a U.S.-based Christian TV station that she and her family 

are unable to return home to this day because of threats by Muslim extremists in the 

village. Ramzy said local authorities have pressed the family to reconcile with Muslims in 

the village. 

http://bit.ly/2iDhj7g
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"It's a calamity," Ramzy told The Associated Press about the prosecutors' decision to 

throw out the case. "The preliminary investigation heard testimonies supporting her 

account from family members and policemen at the scene." 

At the time of the attack, President Abdel-Fattah el-Sissi called for the culprits to be held 

accountable and gave the military a month to restore property damaged during the 

violence, at no cost to the owners. 

A presidential statement issued then praised the role of "glorious Egyptian women" and 

said "the rights and the protection of their dignity are a humanitarian and patriotic 

commitment before being a legal and constitutional one." 

El-Sissi has since taking office in 2014 been reaching out to the religious leadership of 

Egypt's Christian minority. He attended this month's Christmas Mass for Egypt's Coptic 

Orthodox Church, the country's main Christian denomination. Last month, he led a state 

funeral for the victims of a suicide bombing in a Cairo church that killed nearly 30 people, 

mostly women. 

The bombing, claimed by the extremist Islamic State group, shook the community and 

raised questions about the adequacy of the security provided for Christian places of 

worship. Christian activists have long maintained that el-Sissi has not done enough to 

address the discrimination faced by Christians, who are often denied top jobs in security 

agencies or academia. 

Discrimination against Christians, who make up about 10 percent of the population, is 

subtle in big cities like Cairo or Alexandria, but becomes much more pronounced in 

provinces like Minya, where they are a sizable minority. 

"The government is allowing the oppressors to walk free on the streets," Thabet told the 

TV channel. "This is our village that we were born and raised in ... How can we be the 

victims and not be able to return to our village and homes?" 

 

Egypt couple’s murder marks second attack on Christians 
during Copt Christmas 

World Watch Monitor (11.01.2017) - http://bit.ly/2jViUGJ - Two Egyptian Coptic 

Christians found dead in their bed on 6 January - the traditional Christmas celebration for 

Copts - were murdered because of their faith, according to the brother of the dead 

woman. 

Police said robbery was the motivation for the deaths of Gamal Sami, 60 and his wife, 

Nadia, 48, but her brother, Magdy Amin Girgis - the first person to reach the crime scene 

– told World Watch Monitor nothing was taken from the couple’s home. 

Magdy found his sister still wearing her jewellery after the double killing, and nothing 

missing. 

He’d visited the house in Minufiyah, northern Egypt, after being alerted by the couple’s 

son, Kirolos, who works out of the area and who had been trying to contact them on their 

mobile phones. 

Worried, Kirolos contacted Magdy at 11am and asked him to visit the couple’s home. 

Magdy, who’d had dinner with the couple only the night before (5 Jan), when they’d 

planned their Christmas visit to the Mar Girgis church in their village, said “[Kirolos] was 

http://bit.ly/2jViUGJ
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very worried about them. I told him that I was with them yesterday evening and they 

were fine.” 

Magdy decided to try phoning his sister and her husband, but they did not answer so he 

immediately headed to their home. 

No-one answered the door but he managed to get in with the help of a carpenter. He told 

World Watch Monitor he found the couple, both stabbed, with their throats cut 

and "drenched in blood," still on their bed. On looking around their home, he said he 

thought the murderers had come through an abandoned property behind his sister’s and 

then entered by breaking a window on the stairs. 

The bodies of the couple were transferred to Tala Hospital morgue for an autopsy. Later 

the same day, their funeral, attended by many, was held at Mar Girgis Coptic Orthodox 

Church amid tight security. They were buried at a family cemetery in Tukh Dalakah 

village. 

Gamal ran a shop selling mobile phones from the first floor of the couple’s home, while 

Nadia worked for an insurance company in Tala. As well as Kirolos, the couple also had a 

married daughter, Marian. 

The murders followed another deadly attack on a Coptic Christian only three days 

earlier. Youssef Lamei was murdered in Alexandria on 3 January by an alleged 

“professional” killer. The attack on the couple bore similarities with Lamei’s murder, 

according to reports. 

The main suspects for the double killing are two men known only as Mohammad M and 

Abd al-Aziz Q, according to the police. It is understood that the two men did not know 

their victims. 

The village where the couple lived, Tukh El-Dalkah, near Tala, is mainly Christian and 

has three churches. (All cancelled their Christmas services to mark their grief at the 

double murder.) 

However, it’s reported that the area, about 70 miles (110km) south of Alexandria, has 

many Salafist villages. Coptic Christians make up about 10 per cent of Egypt’s 

population. 

 

Four arrests for Copt cathedral bombing which killed 28; 
also Sisi promises new ‘mega-church’ for 2018 
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Maggie Moemen, 10, was a victim of the bombing who later died in hospital.  

Her parents and sister hold up her picture. 

 

WorldWatch Monitor (10.01.2017) - http://bit.ly/2i9NWhu - Egyptian police have 

arrested four people in the wake of the bombing that killed dozens of Christians at Cairo's 

Coptic Christian cathedral last month, the Interior Ministry said on Wednesday. 

The death toll from the bombing at a chapel next to St. Mark's Cathedral in Cairo has 

risen to 28, the Health Ministry added. 

President Abdel Fattah el-Sisi said following the attack that the perpetrator was a man 

named Mahmoud Shafik, who had worn a suicide vest, and that security forces were 

seeking two more people in conjunction with the attack. 

The Interior Ministry said it had arrested one of the two, as well as three others who 

were part of the same cell. It added that one man was still on the run. 

Islamic State claimed responsibility for the bombing, but the Egyptian Government has 

sought to link the attack to the outlawed Muslim Brotherhood. The Brotherhood has 

condemned the attack and accused Sisi's administration of failing to protect the Church, 

Reuters reported. 

President Sisi, who attended funerals at the cathedral for the victims, attended Christmas 

Eve Mass in the Coptic Cathedral for the third year. He reiterated his promise to rebuild 

all churches destroyed or damaged in the violence of August 2013. He also pledged 

100,000 Egyptian pounds (5,400 US dollars) towards construction of what will become 

the largest church (built at the same time as the largest new mosque) in a new political 

and administrative area planned for the edge of Cairo. He said the church is due to be 

inaugurated in 2018. 

Previous article (22 Dec. 2016): 

Eyewitnesses have described the moment a bomb went off in their Cairo church, killing 

more than 20 women and children, and injuring at least 50 others. 

The death toll from the attack at St Peter and St Paul Coptic Orthodox church rose to 26 

this week after ten-year-old Maggy Moemen died of the injuries she sustained in the 

incident nine days earlier. One Coptic man died, as well as the suicide bomber, who is 

believed to have worn a suicide vest. Some 14 people remain in a critical condition. 

Relatives of those who died, who witnessed the explosion, spoke of terrifying and chaotic 

scenes as a wall of the church collapsed on worshippers, and of desperate efforts to find 

loved ones amid the rubble and shattered pews. 

The bomb went off on the side of the church where women and children sat, separately 

from the men. The Coptic man who died, Nabil Habib, was a guard at the church.  

This church CCTV shows a man in a long coat walking towards the church and a guard, 

Nabil Habib, running after him, before the side of the building is reduced to rubble 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NK1iw_D8fDw).  

The 8.30am Mass, during which the bomb was exploded, was unusually well attended 

because that day was a public holiday (marking the birth of Islam's Prophet Mohammad). 

That meant fewer people needed to attend the 6am Mass before going off to work. 

The bomb reportedly went off as the priest was saying the prayer of the Consecration of 

the Elements.   

http://bit.ly/2i9NWhu
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NK1iw_D8fDw
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Zarif Habib, said his brother Nabil, the church guard who was killed, had seen a strange 

man entering the building during the Mass, but did not manage to catch up with him 

before the explosion. Shortly before he died, Nabil told another guard, Saber Milad, that 

he believed the man had brought in the bomb. 

President Fatah al-Sisi at the state funeral the following day named the bomber as Shafik 

Mahmoud Mohamed Mostafa, 22, but some Egyptians expressed doubt and some 

eyewitnesses believed the bomb had been placed by a woman. 

Emad Thabet, a deacon at the church, said that a man had approached him as he left the 

church at about 11pm the night before the attack, after some other church members and 

the priest had finished the night prayer. The man, who was carrying a black case, said he 

was Muslim but wanted to find out more about Christianity. He asked if he could enter 

the church and talk to a priest, and the group advised him to return the following day at 

10am. 

“We recognised this person when we saw his photo on the news on Monday after al-Sisi 

named the suicide bomber,” Thabet said. 

Nawal Girgis, whose aunt Amal Atta Bishara was killed, commented: “Christians in Egypt 

are targeted a lot nowadays. This incident isn't sectarian, it's a terrorist attack targeting 

Christians because Christians are peaceful and are the vulnerable community in the 

country.” Below, survivors recall the victims and their final moments. 

Prayer of consecration 

Emad Thabet, a deacon at the church, recalls: “The explosion took place at about 

9:55am during the Prayer for the Consecration of the Elements before Holy Communion. 

We heard the sound of a very huge explosion and the whole church became dark. White 

dust filled the church, and there were screams everywhere, and bodies of the dead and 

the injured. You could see body parts, and blood splattered all over the place. 

“A large part of the church ceiling collapsed, windows shattered, the main door fell down, 

icons were destroyed and the pews on the right side of the church were broken and 

destroyed. 

“Immediately, the men carried the dead and the injured outside the church. Some people 

also came from outside the church to help us. Ambulances quickly arrived; the injured 

were moved to hospitals and the dead taken away.” 

Admired the martyrs 

 

 

Nevin Adel Salama, 31. 

Fr Mikhail Anton, priest of The Virgin Mary Coptic Orthodox church in New Cairo, recalls: 

“Nevin worked as an Obstetrics and Gynaecology doctor in Sheikh Zayed hospital in 

Cairo. She was single and was an active servant of the church, she taught the Coptic 
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language and was loved by all the church members. She was kind and humble and had a 

strong relationship with God. She lived like an angel on the earth, loved all people and a 

smile was never absent from her face. She was always talking about martyrs and she 

hoped to be like them. 

“Those who were martyred in this incident moved from the Mass on the earth to the Mass 

on heaven to complete their prayer with Jesus Christ.” 

The frantic search  

 

Sabah Wadih Yassa, 62 

Sabah’s son Raymon Wadih recalls: “We went to Mass as usual: my parents, my wife, my 

three children (Thomas, 8, Giovanni, 1, and my daughter Avon, 4), and my sister and 

her four daughters. 

“My father and I sat on the men’s pews on the left side of the church. My sister and her 

daughters, and my children, sat on the second pew on the right side of the church - the 

women’s pews - while my wife, Basma Sulaiman, and my mother Sabah sat on the fifth 

pew. 

“Then there was a huge explosion; the church went dark, I screamed, “My children, my 

children!” I found my father in front of me. He tried to calm me down. 

“I helped him out of the church and went back to search for the others. I heard my 

sister’s voice; she was lying on the ground screaming. I carried her out of the church 

with the help of two other church members. I then looked for the rest of my family, and 

found my mother lying on the ground, not moving. Some of the young people helped me 

carry her out of the church and we took a taxi to Dar El-Shefa hospital, close by. 

“I left her in hospital where the staff were doing first aid on her, and rushed back to look 

for my children and Basma. I couldn’t find them, so I rushed to Demerdash hospital, next 

to the church. I spent half an hour searching for them – there were many injured, 

covered with blood. Finally I found Basma, my son Giovanni, and Avon. 

“But I couldn’t find Thomas. My brother Ramzy came, I screamed, “I can’t find Thomas!” 

He went back to the church to search for him and ask the deacons if they had seen him. 

Finally he rang, telling me a church member had found him. Thomas had been taken to 

hospital with shrapnel in his head and face. Then I received news that my mum had died. 

Providence saved my wife as she had been sitting beside my mum, but a few minutes 

before the explosion she got up to feed Giovanni. Anyone feels sorrow when his mother 

dies but I'm sure that she is in a better place in heaven, and she has gained the crown of 

martyrdom. 
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“My daughter Avon hasn’t been able to sleep since the explosion; she is terrified. My 

children have seen terrible sights beyond their years, and this incident will impact badly 

on their life.”                                                        

Premonition 

 

Amany Saad Aziz, 32 

“Wagdi Wageh, the widower of Amany, recalls: I was attending the Mass with my wife as 

usual. Suddenly we heard a huge explosion, the lights went off and the ceiling on the 

women’s side of the church collapsed. I rushed over to search for my wife. Rubble, dust 

and broken wood of the pews covered most of the bodies. I only recognised her by her 

clothing - her face was covered with blood and dust. 

“Some young people from the church helped me to carry her out and put her in an 

ambulance. At the hospital the doctors tried to help her regain consciousness. Then they 

put her in a room for martyred victims. One of the doctors said, “I am sorry for your loss, 

May God grant you patience.” 

“The day before the bombing, my wife felt that she would soon die; she was acting as if 

to say goodbye. My sister phoned us and said she would like to come to visit, my wife 

replied, “Wait for tomorrow and you will attend my funeral”. On Saturday evening, my 

wife also prepared a present, gave it to my mother and told her “this is to remember me 

by”. 

“Although I feel great pain, I'm sure that she is in a very good place in Heaven. She was 

always praying, reading in the Bible and going to church. Pray for us.” 

The new father  

 

 
Nabil Habib, 45 

Zarif Habib recalls: “My brother Nabil was a guard outside the church. During the Mass, 

Nabil saw a strange man entering the church and had his doubts. He tried to reach him 
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but the explosion occurred as my brother entered the church. Nabil was badly wounded, 

lying close to the church door and covered with blood. Young people from the church 

carried him out and headed to Dar El-Shefa hospital but he passed away as he arrived. 

He looked at his elder daughter and told to her take care of her sister, brother and 

mother. Then he smiled and died. 

“He had been blessed with a baby boy a few days before, and named him Fady. He had 

two girls aged 15 and 13, and had prayed for many years for God to bless him with a boy 

to take care of his two sisters and mother after his death.” 

Killed on her late husband’s anniversary  

 

 
Amal Atta Bishara, 67 

Nawal Girgis, the niece of Amal Atta Bishara, recalls: “My aunt Amal went to the church 

on 11 December with her two daughters and son to mark the first anniversary of the 

death of her late husband Aziz. When the explosion occurred the church wall fell on her. 

Her son tried to rescue her but couldn't. One of her daughters, Heba, was wounded and 

is still in a critical condition. 

“Amal was a kind and warm-hearted woman. She had a strong relationship with God, 

especially after the death of her husband. Our only comfort is that she went to Heaven.” 

The newcomer 

 

Eman Youssef, 40 

Eman’s sister Magda recalls: “Eman and her only son, six-year-old son Steven, had 

recently moved to a new flat next to St. Paul and St. Peter’s and she was attending Mass 

there for the first time. During the Mass, Steven got up and went to the toilet. When he 

returned he found his mother, dead. 



 

Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | Egypt     

“He is now orphaned; he lost his father four years ago. One night when he was two and 

unwell, his father went out to look for a chemist’s. But it was December 2012 and the 

streets of Cairo were not safe. Demonstrators protesting against then-President 

Mohamed Morsi were attacked by those who supported the president. As Steven’s father 

tried to pass the demonstration he was attacked by a group linked to the Muslim 

Brotherhood and killed.” 

Mother and Daughter 

 

Madeleine Tawfiq Hanna, 49, and Verena Emad Amin 18 

 

Jihan Moussa recalls: “My cousin Madeleine went as usual to attend the Mass at St. Paul 

and St. Peter’s with her husband, her 20-year-old son and her daughter Verena. 

Madeleine and Verena were among those injured by the explosion. Madeleine died on the 

way to El-Demerdash hospital while attempts by the doctors at the hospital failed to save 

her daughter Verena. 

“We have a sense of pain because their loss is tough, but we are happy for them because 

they are martyrs. May God forgive whoever committed this incident and touch their 

hearts. Our God is the God of love and He has taught us to love our enemies.” 

The sisters 

Marina Fahim Helmy, 20, and Veronaa Fahim Helmy, 18 

A WWM sourcerecalls: “Marina and Veronaa put up Christmas decorations in the small 

bedroom they shared two days before they died. Decorations hung from the small 

chandelier and all around the room. Members of the church choir, Marina hoped to 

become a doctor and Veronaa an engineer. They were their parents’ only children, and 

their whole life. Now their parents Nahla and Fahim have shut the girls’ bedroom door - it 

was unbearable to see hand-written notebooks on the desk, and sniff the fragrance from 

the girls’ perfumes still hanging in the air - and have taken down the Christmas tree and 

the fairy lights. They are like Rachel, ‘weeping for their children and refusing to be 

comforted’ (Matthew 2:18).” 

Below are the names of the Copts who died: 

Marcel Girgis, 60  

Nevin Adel Salama, 31  

Rogina Raafat, 50  

Nevin Nabil Youssef, 30  

Nadia Anwar Shehata, 60  

Jihan Alber, 55  



 

Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | Egypt     

Verena Emad Amin, 18  

and her mother Madeleine Tawfiq Hanna, 49  

Samia Gamil, 36  

Sohair Mahrous, 60  

Amal Atta Bishara 

Attiyat Saeed Sarhan 

Aida Mikhail  

Widad Wahba  

Eman Youssef, 40 

Amany Saad Aziz, 32  

Sabah Wadih Yassa, 62  

Mohsena Ammonius, 35  

Marina Fahim Helmy, 20  

and her sister Veronaa Fahim Helmy, 18 

Ensaf Adel Kamel, 18  

Samia Fawazy, 60 

Nabil Habib, 45  

Angel Marcus, 40, who died on December 13  

Odette Saleh, 63, who died on December 16  

Maggy Moemen, 10, who died on December 20 

 


