
Date: March 9 2017

Publisher: al-Dustūr

Title: Copts’ Most Prominent Problems under Pope Kīrullus VI

Author: Jamāl George 

One of the most important problems under the reign of Pope Kīrullus VI concerned those who were
suspended from obtaining marriage permits. The Pope dealt with this issue based on his firm belief
that one should apply the spirit of the text, not simply its literal interpretation. He used this to interpret
Law 38, which detailed all the possible causes of divorce and approved nine additional causes
besides that of adultery, such as the incidence of insanity. This law also sentenced one of the
pounded to imprisonment for more than seven years in the case of spousal abandonment and/or
misconduct. 

Perhaps the Coptic Orthodox law established by the General Congregation Council was satisfactory
to the Coptic community at the time, but it also faced rejection by the Church’s more conservative,
originalist wings. They viewed Law 38 as a land mine empowered with the potential to to blow up
many Christian families and to help dismantle them. Moreover, they claimed that this legislation was
established by the bāshas [aristocrats], since its contents were derived from the Safavid-era rulings of
Ibn ʿAsāl and the teachings of Fathers, which are the same as that which the Egyptian Church relies
upon in its drafting of a new Unified Personal Status Code and which will soon be endorsed. 

It is surprising that Law 38, referred to by Pope Kīrullus VI as “the law of mercy,” was also the most
prominent point of substantive disagreement between him and Pope Shinūda. The latter claimed there
to be no divorce in the Church, bar cases of adultery. He based this saying on the gospel of Matthew,
and although these are in fact Pope Shinūda’s words, they were passed down from one generation to
the other such that they mistakenly came to be attributed to the Bible itself. There was tension
between the two Popes, who continued for a long time to differ in their views on the issue of divorce
in Christianity. 


