INTERRELIGIOUS RELATIONS IN EGYPT    POSSIBILITIES AND LIMITATIONS

Introduction

I have been asked to speak to you about interreligious relations in Egypt. I am not sure whether I am the best person to do this, not being an Egyptian, and having been in this country for only four years. The reflections presented here will necessarily be sketchy, even somewhat impressionistic, based on what I have seen myself and on what people have shared with me. However, I have also drawn on the paper of H. E. Mgr Hanna Golta, Auxiliary of H. B. Patriarch Antonios Naguib, entitled Les chrétiens d’Orient et l’Islam, presented during the colloquium held in Paris to celebrate the 150 years of l’Oeuvre d’Orient.  

1. A historical perspective

You are surely expecting to hear about current relations, but it may be good to provide first a historical perspective. Please be reassured that I do not intend to give a lecture on the history of Egypt, but just a few reflections on the past which have contributed to the present of this country.

Surely when Egypt is mentioned what first comes to mind is the pyramids. These monuments bear witness to an ancient pre-Islamic civilisation. Though for some Muslims they may be considered remnants of the jâhiliyya, the era of ignorance and barbarity, they have remained proudly standing. The Egyptian government has not tried to destroy them, as has happened with other pre-Islamic monuments elsewhere. Of course there are practical reasons for preserving the pyramids – the need to develop the tourist trade and bring in much needed hard currency – but the government’s position denotes a broad attitude.
I have been struck, moreover, by the fact that the Pharaohs are still alive. This is not only because it is the name given to the Egyptian football team, but also because certain features of the architecture of pharaonic times are reproduced in modern buildings, for example very delicately in the Bibliotheca Alexandrina, but even in shopping malls. One also sees in schools reproductions of bas-reliefs from the temples; it would seem that there are still lessons to be drawn from ancient history. 
A question arises here of the relationship between religion and culture. Should culture be purely Islamic in a majority Muslim country such as Egypt, or can other influences be allowed?  The tension such a question raises is found in Egypt, as in other countries. One sign is the wearing of the veil by a far greater number of women, I am told, than say ten or fifteen years ago. The President’s wife, Suzanne Mubarak, never appears with a veil, and this is true of a number of women who hold high positions in society, although there is one woman minister who does wear the veil. Apart from Christians, the majority of girls or young women studying in school or at university are veiled, but this can easily be combined with the latest model of jeans. What is noticeable, though, is the increasing number of women wearing the niqab, the veil covering the whole face, and this phenomenon has aroused much concern and controversy. 

Another obvious feature of Egypt, after the pyramids, is the Nile, this great river which traverses the whole country as a lifeline. We could say that without it, the very fertile strip of land, a veritable green belt, would not exist, and the population of Egypt could not survive. But the Nile reminds us of Moses found in the bulrushes, and the thought of Moses leads to Sinai where the Law was given after the Exodus of the Jewish people. So Egypt recalls the historical presence of Judaism, and in fact not only at the beginnings of this religion, but also, especially here in Alexandria, the importance of the Jewish diaspora - we can recall the translation of the Septuagint - and the symbiosis of Jewish and Greek culture.
Yet today Judaism hardly exists at all in Egypt. Of course in Old Cairo there is the Ben Ezra synagogue, the oldest synagogue in the country, but very much restored and really open only for tourists. The synagogue in down town Cairo was recently restored in view of the centenary of its construction. It is used at High Feasts. However, the Jewish community in Egypt is extremely reduced, most of its members having left the country, first when Gamal Abd al-Nasser came to power, and then after the war which followed the nationalisation of the Suez Canal. Many Catholic schools in Egypt used to have Jewish pupils, but now this would be extremely rare. The disappearance of the Jewish community means that interreligious relations in Egypt are practically confined to Christians and Muslims. (There exists a small number of Baha’is, but they have no official existence and thus are, in a sense, a negligible quantity.) 
Turning now to Christianity, we must remember that it was present in Egypt centuries before the rise of Islam. Without taking into account the presence of the Holy Family in Egypt, traditionally the origins of Christianity in the country go back to apostolic times, to the preaching of the Evangelist Mark, the disciple of Peter. The Church was at first Greek, distinguished by the great theological school of Alexandria (Clement, Origen, Athanasius, Cyril). It gradually became a Coptic (that is Egyptian) Church, characterised by the celebration of its martyrs and the practice of monasticism. Other Churches entered the scene later for a variety of reasons: as a result of mission work, first by the Franciscans and then others (Latin Church), and then through immigration, from the Greater Syria or from Turkey (Maronites, Melkites, Armenians, Syrian and Chaldean), or as a result of the preaching of American missionaries (the various Protestant Churches). 
Islam arrived in the middle of the 7th Century, gradually penetrating the whole country, through conquest, through conversions, through the exertion of pressure, and with the help of immigration of already converted Arabs tribes. Different Islamic regimes ruled the country: Umayyad, Abbasid, Fatimid, Ayyubid, Mamluk and Ottoman. There was an interval of British colonial rule. The revolution of 1952 has led to the Egypt which exists today. 
2.  The relative strength of the two communities
How do Christianity and Islam in Egypt relate, first of all as regards size? It is never easy to give accurate statistics. Estimations vary considerably. Take, for instance, the figures given for the overall population of Egypt. Two sources consulted by internet gave quite different results. NationMaster.Com provided the figure of 70,000,000, whereas the CIA World Factbook gave an estimate for July 2006 of 79,000,000. Today the figure of 80,000,000 is frequently advanced. 
With regard to the size of the religious communities, NationMaster.Com states that 91% of the population is Muslim, but it also quotes another source, Islamic World.Net which would push this figure up to 94%, leaving only 6% for Christians (as I have said, people of other religions, including the miniscule Jewish community, are a negligible quantity). The CIA source estimates Muslims at 90%, the Coptic Orthodox at 9% and other Christians at 1%. The Italian branch of Aid to the Church in Need, in its 2005 report on religious liberty in the world, puts Christians in Egypt at 15%, in other words at about 12,000,000. I have heard some people raise the figure to 20%. It is possible that the higher figures include Egyptian passport holders who are resident in other countries, particularly in the USA, Canada and Australia, but also in Latin America, in the UK and in Italy, where the Coptic Orthodox Church has its own bishops and where there are also Catholic Coptic communities. The Catholics in Egypt are estimated to be between 250,000 and 3000,000.
One factor to be taken into account in weighing the relative strength of the two communities is that of unity or its absence. Practically all Muslims in Egypt belong to Sunni Islam, though some attention has been given in the press recently to Shi’i elements. This does not mean that all Muslims are ideologically united, far from it. There is considerable friction between those who belong to the Muslim Brothers or are favourable to this tendency, or confraternity as it is often but perhaps incorrectly termed, and those who are radically opposed to it. There have also been protests about unauthorised fatwa-s given by preachers on cable television (the Islamic equivalent of tele-evangelists). Yet it could be said that there is a fundamental unity, with the official line being a moderate form of Sunni Islam. 

This is in sharp contrast with the divided state of Christianity. Though, as has been said already, the Orthodox Copts form the vast majority of Christians – so much so that the newspapers tend to speak about Muslims and Copts - the other churches should not be forgotten. There is the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate pf Alexandria and All Africa. There are the Armenian Orthodox. There is the Anglican/Episcopalian Church, and the various Protestant Churches, twenty-seven of which are federated under one leader. Then there are the Catholic Churches of seven different rites: The Catholic Copts who are the most numerous, the Greek Catholics, the Maronites, the Syrian Catholics, the Chaldeans, the Armenian Catholics and the Latin Catholics. The Catholic Copts have a Patriarch and six other eparchies, whereas the other rites have one bishop each.  

The fact of the division is mentioned to underline the importance of ecumenical efforts.

3. The Catholic contribution to Egyptian society

The influence of the Catholic communities in Egypt has been and still is far greater than mere numbers would suggest. This is due to the network of schools, activities in the field of health care and social development, and, on the part of individuals, the contribution to culture and the arts. It is through this outreach of the various Catholic communities, whether diocesan or religious, that relations with Muslims are established.

Catholic schools provide education to many Muslims, and it would seem that the ethos of these schools is much appreciated. In some schools, besides the formal religious instruction which is given separately for those belonging to each religion, there is a cours de vie, or moral education, where themes which interest all young people can be discussed. Some schools also have scout or guide troops to which both Christians and Muslims belong, though they also have movements of a spiritual nature which are only for Christians.  

Often those in the higher ranks of the administration are past pupils of these highly reputed schools. At a meeting with a department head at the Foreign Ministry where the conversation was in French, the head said her two assistants, both men, displayed constant rivalry because one was a product of the Jesuits and the other of the “Frères”, the de la Salle Brothers. There are generally good relations with the parents who are often past pupils themselves. It has been said, though, that more difficulties arise between Christians and Muslims in the schools than say ten years ago. This is probably due to the increasing islamisation of society.

The services that Catholics provide, to the poor and the destitute, are highly appreciated. A number of the dioceses have structures for social action and development work. On a national scale Caritas Egypt offers its services to all and enjoys a good reputation in government circles.  The Association of Upper Egypt for Education and Development provides education for Muslims as well as Christians. I have had occasion to attend a celebration in one of these schools near Luxor where the local authorities were present in force. 

At a higher level, the Institut Dominicain d’Etudes Orientales (IDEO), with its rich library and excellent facilities, provides a meeting ground with Muslim students. The students who use the library are not only welcomed but also assisted in their research. In some cases this research is on Christian topics. The Centre d’Etudes Orientales Chrétiennes, under the responsibility of the Franciscans of the Custody of the Holy Land, to some extent plays a similar role. This library is also very rich in its holdings, though the physical plant is not as attractive as that of the Dominicans. One of the Friars is teaching Latin to research students, since they need this language to have access to the sources.

4. Formal dialogue 

While the structures of the Church offer the possibility of an ongoing dialogue of life, there would seem to be little formal dialogue taking place. The association al-Ikha’  al-dini, Religious Fraternity, was officially recognized in 1978 (though its roots go back to an earlier association, Ikhwan al-Safa’, which was active from 1941 to 1953). Periodically meetings are held in which a Christian or a Muslim delivers a talk, which is then followed by discussion. The meetings close with a prayer that has been specially composed for the Fraternity. During Ramadan al-ikha’ al-dini organizes an iftar. The same is done by the Commission for Justice and Peace, and on this occasion there is usually an exchange on some current topic. I am not aware of any other structures of dialogue.

Some Christians take part in the meetings of the Association of Arab Philosophers, under the chairmanship of the noted Egyptian scholar Hassan Hanafi. The Catholic participants are welcome, but few seem prepared to engage in conversations at this level.

I have attended part of one meeting which brought together a small number of Catholic and Muslim university students. The meeting was organised by the Association for the Catholic Youth of Egypt, on behalf of the International Movement of Catholic Students. I know that the organisers had great difficulty in getting permission from their universities for the Muslims to attend. There is always a great fear of proselytism. Christians too fear to engage with Muslims in serious conversations, perhaps because of a feeling of being unprepared, but more because of the accusation of proselytism being levelled against them. I have heard students say that there is a “red line” which is not to be crossed.
5. A sense of frustration
How can one explain this lack of willingness on the part of local Christians to engage in formal dialogue with Muslims? First of all, it is perhaps because they feel frustrated. The official line taken by people in authority, whether Christians or Muslims, is that the relationship between the two communities is a harmonious one: “We are all Egyptians; we have been one people for centuries.” It is true that there is no persecution, though there are sometimes outbreaks of violence, such as in Nag Hammadi at Coptic Christmas. When such acts of violence are considered by the authorities to be the work of unbalanced people, which is what happens very often, the Christians feel that their case is not being heard properly. Actually the Nag Hammadi event seems to have been taken more seriously by the Government as a sign of sectarian attitudes which need to be corrected at their roots. There are other grievances. Sometimes Christian girls are inveigled into marriage with Muslims and become cut off from their families. Here again the local authorities are not considered to take sufficient interest and give adequate help. The conversion of Christians to Islam is facilitated and welcomed, whereas a movement in the opposite direction is rendered almost impossible. It must be pointed out that there is freedom of worship, and churches are generally well frequented, but it is not easy to get the required permission to build a new church or to make necessary repairs. 

The real feeling of frustration, however, lies elsewhere. It is the result of disguised discrimination (une discrimination larvée) which means that Christians feel the way is blocked ahead of them. They have difficulties in finding work, unless they go into private business or are exercising liberal professions. There is little opportunity for promotion in the administrative services, though there are exceptions. It is hard to penetrate political circles. In the autumn of 2005 only one Christian was elected to the current parliament, which led to the President giving half of the ten seats in his power of appointment to Christians, including one Catholic. Members of the Muslim Brotherhood, the forbidden but tolerated movement, standing as independent candidates, won 88 seats, a fifth of the People’s Council. According to their vision Islam is the solution to all the problems and the key to a healthy society, a society in which there would be no place for Christians. This is not the official line, but sometimes it would seem that the government is bending over backwards to show that it is truly Islamic, so as to take the wind out of the Brothers’ sails.
6. Serious consequences
The consequences of this uncomfortable situation that Christians find themselves in are very serious. There is the temptation to leave the country. Where the Holy Family fled into Egypt for the sake of security, now there is a flight out of Egypt, at least for those who have the possibility of pursuing their education or of finding employment abroad. This deprives society of the Christian elements that could bring it the values of the Kingdom. There would be a need to help the members of the Christian communities to deepen their understanding of and appreciation for the mission of Christians in the Arabo-Muslim society of today. This is a message that the Assembly of Patriarchs has not ceased to give. It will surely figure strongly in the forthcoming Synod for the Middle East. Yet its reception by the people is not easy.

For those who stay in the country there is another temptation, that of cultivating a siege mentality. This is perhaps strongest among the Orthodox Copts, with their veneration for the early martyrs and the history of the monasteries as strongholds of resistance against Islam. Yet it would seem to appear also in the behaviour of other Christians. Social life revolves around the Church clubs, and there would seem to be little socialising with Muslims. Nor is there any real interest in Islam, so the road to a deeper dialogue is psychologically blocked, yet such a dialogue could help to reinforce the conviviality which is desired.

7. Some suggestions
Let me end with a few tentative suggestions towards improving the relations between Christians and Muslims in Egypt. I make them in the form of questions.
*Would it not be possible to put a greater emphasis on cultural dialogue? The Nobel prize winner, Naguib Mahfouz, died some years ago. Could Christians take a larger part in the efforts to build on his legacy? The Barcelona process has emphasised the importance of the dialogue of civilisations (or the alliance of civilisations as the Spaniards prefer to term it). A special institute has been set up in Alexandria, the Anna Lindh Foundation, to promote exchanges between countries on both sides of the Mediterranean. Could Christians be encouraged to become involved in its activities?

*The Catholic schools have been and still are a wonderful contribution to Egyptian society. Can this action be extended to the university level? Is there any possibility of creating spaces where Christians and Muslims can come together to discuss issues and continue their religious and moral education together?

*Would it be useful to explore the possibility of developing exchanges between Catholic universities in different parts of the world and some of the Egyptian universities? Could some Muslim students be encouraged to deepen their knowledge of Christianity in Catholic universities abroad? Would this be a way of ensuring valid dialogue partners for the future?

*Could an effort be made to prepare people for the task of cultural and interreligious dialogue? This would mean encouraging some younger members of the clergy or of the religious communities, both men and women, to dedicate themselves to a serious study of Islam and the arabo-muslim heritage. If the Christian message is to be presented to this society there is a need for people who, in the words of Mgr Golta, can express the true meaning of “the Word became flesh” and who can engage in development work without setting aside their faith or neglecting the message of the Gospel.

Conclusion
Let me borrow again from Mgr Golta for the conclusion to these brief reflections.

“We must deepen interreligious dialogue at all levels, and not only at the intellectual and theological level. We have to discover God in others, discover God through our differences. This requires on our part great humility, the capacity to listen to the other, to be patient also. Even more, it requires of us that we be solidly rooted in prayer, with great trust and faith in the One who has said: “I am with you until the end of time”, and who also said to us: “All flesh will see God’s salvation.”

                                                                           + Michael L. Fitzgerald, M. Afr.

                                                                                 Alexandria, 15 April 2010                                                                             
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