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Introduction 
 
Pope Shenouda III is the head of the Coptic Orthodox Church in Egypt, and it therefore goes 
without saying that his opinions are highly regarded and highly influential. In this paper, I will look 
into the pope's reactions to a number of incidents that have been interpreted by popular media as 
“sectarian”: the events in the village of al-Kosheh in 1998 and late December 1999/early January 
2000, Wafa Constantin's alleged conversion to Islam in 2004, the riots in Alexandria in connection 
with an “anti-Islamic” play in 2005, and the dispute surrounding the monastery of Abu Fana in 
2008. For each of these incidents, I shall assess who Pope Shenouda relied on for information, what 
the content and tone of his reaction was, how he responded to public demonstrations that were 
staged after some of the incidents, and whether or not his opinions were in line with those expressed 
by the government, popular media, Egyptian intellectuals, foreign organizations, and Copts in Egypt 
and in the diaspora. Finally, it will be discussed how the pope's reactions to these incidents have 
differed from one case to another, and in which aspects we can perceive consistency.   
 
Al-Kosheh 1998 and 1999/2000 
 
Since 1998, the village of al-Kosheh in the Upper Egyptian governorate of Sohag has been the site 
of recurring tensions between the Muslim and Christian communities. It is noteworthy that Copts 
make up a slim majority in this village of 30,000 inhabitants.  
 
The ongoing sectarian troubles in al-Kosheh started in August 1998, when two Copts were 
murdered. It appears that the murders was perpetrated by the victims' own cousin during a quarrel 
ensuing from a drunken gambling game, but many local Copts believe that the real killers were a 
group of five Muslims.1 (AWR 1998/44/16, 1998/44/51, 1998/45/21) The people that were arrested 
after the incident were all Copts, which is logical if the people involved in the quarrel were all 
Copts, but it was understood by the Coptic community as an attempt by the police to prevent 
religious strife. (www.copts.co.uk/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=446&Itemid=2) 
Many of the detained have related stories of the violence the police used during the interrogations. 
(http://voiceofthecopts.org/en/from_the_net/el_kosheh_s_coptic_bishop_wissa_interviewed_by_ker
ry_kennedy.html) In a quest for help and protection, relatives of the detained reported the 
unjustified arrests and police aggression to local church leaders, notably Bishop Wissa of Balyana. 
(AWR 1998/44/16, 1998/44/51, 1998/45/21) According to his own reports, Bishop Wissa first 
passed on the complaints to local and Egyptian authorities (www.copts.com/english/?p=2650), but 
when this appeared fruitless he sent his delegate Father Bola to complain to Maurice Sadek, a 
lawyer affiliated with the Center for Human Rights and National Unity. Sadek, in turn, contacted 
various foreign Coptic, Christian and human rights organizations, as well as the Western media. 
(AWR 1998/44/16, 1998/44/51, 1998/45/21) Although Bishop Wissa himself denies talking of 
persecution and discrimination (www.copts.com/english/?p=2650), the Western media, informed by 
Sadek, portrayed the events in al-Kosheh in a sectarian light. An example of an article that is 
marked by distortion of the facts in order to present the police's behavior as anti-Christian was the 
article by Christina Lamb in the British Sunday Telegraph, which described the crucifixion and rape 
of Copts in police custody. 
                                                 
1 Cornelis Hulsman, Editor-in-Chief of Arab-West Report, added that the fact that Christians blamed Muslims for the 

murder is likely due to the honor-and-shame principle that is important in Upper Egyptian culture. Each party tries 
to avoid shame by blaming the other party.  



(http://voiceofthecopts.org/en/articles/egyptian_police_crucify_and_rape_christians.html) This 
negative foreign press coverage was perceived by many Egyptians as an attack on their country. 
(AWR 2000/1/34) The support for Copts expressed by Western media and organizations led to 
widespread resentment amongst Muslims in al-Kosheh and beyond. (AWR 2000/45/1) 
 
However, the reaction of the Coptic Church inside Egypt was quite different from that of the 
Western media and foreign Coptic, Christian and human rights organizations. Archbishop Bakhoum 
of Sohag, al-Maragha and al-Mounsha (a diocese in the same region in Upper Egypt) emphasized 
that the murder had not been sectarian, but simply an ordinary crime. (AWR 1999/1/6) Pope 
Shenouda concurred with Hafez Abu Seada, secretary-general of the Egyptian Organization for 
Human Rights, that the human rights breaches by the police following the murder were not a 
manifestation of sectarian strife, but police excess directed against Egyptians in general rather than 
Copts specifically. He added that Muslim-Christian relations are generally fine. (AWR 1999/8/10, 
1999/37/39) Through his secretary Bishop Yu'annis, Pope Shenouda communicated on October 22, 
1998 that he believed that the case of al-Kosheh could have been closed in a satisfactory way were 
it not for the fact that foreign forces had created a campaign that aggravated both parties' hard 
feelings. Although he agreed that "they [people outside Egypt] must hear the truth”, he made clear 
that he believed that much of the information spread abroad had not been truthful. (AWR 
2000/45/1) A month later, Pope Shenouda reiterated that the international reporting had been so 
exaggerated that it in itself caused communal tensions. (AWR 2000/1/34)   
 
Although local and expatriate Copts refused to believe that a Copt could have committed the 
murder, a young Coptic man by the name of William Shaiboub Arsal was eventually arrested for the 
crime following the testimonial of two Coptic army conscripts. Many Copts believed that their 
testimony was obtained under pressure and that they later retracted it 
(www.copts.com/english/?p=2695, www.copts.com/english/?p=200), potentially after Bishop 
Wissa's encouragement to do so. Subsequently, further unproven rumors appeared in the foreign 
media, suggesting that Bishop Wissa risked the death sentence for the witness-tampering that he 
committed (and thus causing sectarian strife and threatening national security). 
(www.copts.com/english/?p=198, 
www.copts.co.uk/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=310&Itemid=2) Despite 
opposing voices in Western media and foreign pressure groups, Shaiboub was sentenced on June 
20, 2000 to 15 years with hard labor and his case has been out of the limelight ever since.  
(www.copts.co.uk/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=24)  
 
After the events of 1998, the situation remained tense in al-Kosheh, until it eventually escalated on 
the last day of 1999. On Friday December 31, a quarrel broke out between the Coptic cloth 
merchant Rashed Fahim Mansour and a female Muslim customer. Another merchant, a Muslim 
called Fawzy Ahmed Hussein Eweida who had previously had disputes with Mansour, stepped in to 
support the customer, and soon other friends of both parties joined along religious lines. (AWR 
2000/2/37) What started as a professional disagreement escalated and during the weekend many 
shops were looted and trailers burnt. On Sunday January 2, 2000, various rumors started spreading 
around al-Kosheh about a murder of a Christian by a Muslim on the one hand and Christians 
poisoning Muslims' water on the other hand. As tensions rose Muslim villagers took up arms, and a 
shootout that lasted three hours spread across town and into the neighboring villages of Dar al-
Salam and Awlad Tog Ghareb. Houses were burned and bodies were set on fire after being shot. 
(AWR 2000/4/26) At the end of the day, 21 Christians were found dead, as was one Muslim who 
had accidentally been shot by a fellow Muslim. Over 40 individuals were injured and 200 properties 
were destroyed. (AWR 2001/8/9) 
 
It is thought that the principal cause of the clashes of December 1999 and January 2000 was the 
already poisoned atmosphere that followed the tensions surrounding the 1998 incidents. Christians 



felt that they had been unjustly targeted and charged, while Muslims experienced the bias of 
international media towards the Christian community as an attack. (AWR 2000/1/34, AWR 
2000/4/26) In the aftermath of the 1998 incidents, Bishop Wissa's often undiplomatic, inflammatory 
rhetoric polarized the two communities further. (AWR 2000/1/34) After the murders of early 2000, 
Copts in al-Kosheh have blamed local police for allowing the riots to escalate into a massacre; 
according to their reports, the police took a long time to intervene, and failed to call for 
reinforcement when necessary. (AWR 2000/1/34) This was interpreted by foreign human rights 
organizations and Coptic groups as a sign of persecution. (AWR 2000/2/37) The UK Coptic 
Association went as far as to send a letter to the British Foreign Office suggesting genocide and 
demanding measures be taken. 
(www.copts.co.uk/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=446&Itemid=2) Inside Egypt, a 
number of intellectuals published the 'statement of the hundred', in which they portrayed Copts as a 
persecuted minority. The publication caused much outrage, as it was seen as an attempt to cause 
civil strife. (AWR 2000/11/11, AWR 2000/9/7) In contrast, President Mubārak expressed his 
suspicion that the culprits of the murders were “pushed from abroad” by subversive foreign 
elements. (www.copts.com/english/?p=335)  
 
As for the response of the Coptic Church and Pope Shenouda to the murders of early 2000, it was – 
unsurprisingly, considering the gravity of the incident - noticeably more outspoken and emotive 
than their response to the incidents of 1998. On the day the murders happened, Pope Shenouda sent 
Bishop Marcos of Shubra al-Khaymah and Bishop Serabamun of St. Bīshūy monastery from Cairo 
to al-Kosheh to investigate what had happened. Upon their return, they presented a report to the 
pope, as well as Dr. Usama al-Baz, President Husni Mubārak’s advisor for Political Affairs, and 
General Salah Salama, head of Egypt’s Central Security Agency. (AWR 2000/1/34) In this report, 
they related finding dead bodies in the fields surrounding the village, meeting numerous injured, 
and witnessing blood stains and burnt property across town. (AWR 2000/4/26) The funeral of the 
Coptic victims days later was attended by the pope's secretary Bishop Yu'annis and Bishop 
Bakhoum of Sohag. The continually tense situation was highlighted by the fact that Bishop Yu'annis 
was briefly arrested on his way to al-Kosheh, after rumors that he was carrying weapons. It must be 
noted that Bishop Wissa, who had played a major role in the 1998 tensions, was not present. (AWR 
2000/4/26) However, all three mentioned bishops attended the memorial service that was held 40 
days after the victims' death. (AWR 2000/7/22) After the bishops had presented their report to the 
political authorities, 86 people were arrested and the Cabinet and State Information Service 
promised an official investigation, while Prime Minister Dr Atef Ebeid proposed an intellectual 
meeting between Pope Shenouda, Shaykh Tantāwī and other religious men for the sake of national 
unity (“Committee for National Unity”). (AWR 2000/3/25&31) (AWR 2000/1/34) Meanwhile, 
Pope Shenouda decided to wait with giving an official response until the government had issued 
one (AWR 2000/1/34), although various other bishops did speak to the media. Bishop Marcos urged 
that education and media institutions must seek to enhance coherence and coexistence between 
religious communities. (AWR 2000/2/60) Bishop Wissa refused to talk to Egyptian newspapers but 
did hold an interview with the BBC on 2 January 2000, now using the term “persecution”. (AWR 
2000/3/16) 
 
Eventually, at the end of January 2000, an article appeared in the Coptic Church's magazine al-
Kirazah, which is monitored and approved by Pope Shenouda. The article can therefore be seen as 
an official statement of the pope and the church. While al-Kirazah usually only briefly mentions 
sectarian incidents, the article about the al-Kosheh clashes was expansive and emotive. (AWR 
2000/4/26) It spoke of “Coptic martyrs”, and the pope openly blamed the centralization of police 
forces away from the incidents for their escalation. He also expressed his anger towards Sohag's 
governor, who presented an underestimated number of murders and injuries to the pope's envoys 
Bishop Marcos and Bishop Serabamun. Instead, he asserted that reconciliation requires frankness, 
especially after the covering up of the 1998 incidents that led to much worse. (AWR 2000/4/52) 



However, in a later speech, he clarified that he did not believe that the troubles in al-Kosheh 
represented Egypt, but are rather the work of extremists that are neither supported by the 
government nor by Muslim scholars. (AWR 2000/47/9) 
 
Throughout 2000, it remained unclear how the culprits of the massacre would be dealt with. Public 
prosecutor Counselor Mahed Abdel Wahed promised that no perpetrator would escape trial and that 
the pope's envoys' testimonies would be considered. (AWR 2000/8/17) Meanwhile, the church 
expected the government would bring about justice. (AWR 2000/4/53, AWR 2000/6/10) In al-
Kosheh itself, the reconciliation process between the Christian and Muslim communities in general 
was hampered by disagreements about compensation. (AWR 2000/4/33) 
 
On September 5, 2000 the Sohag Criminal Court, whose head of court was judge Muhammad Afifi, 
first looked into the crimes committed in al-Kosheh's neighboring village Dar al-Salam. It handed 
down verdicts to 39 persons charged with crimes, which included arson and theft, but not murder. 
21 individuals received sentences of ten years in prison or less; the remaining 18 defendants were 
acquitted. Mamdouh Nakhlah told the RNSAW that the four who were sentenced to 10 years in 
prison appealed and were set free on January 25, 2001. No appeals were filed for those who had 
been sentenced to two years or less. (AWR 2001/8/9) As for the suspects of the crimes committed in 
al-Kosheh itself, of the 120 arrested, 57 Muslims and 39 Copts were accused. This included three 
priests, who allegedly “had not cooperated with police in order to stop escalation”. Only four 
Muslim defendants were eventually condemned: one was sentenced to ten years in prison with hard 
labor, two were sentenced to two years imprisonment, and the fourth was sentenced to one year 
imprisonment. (AWR 2001/6/3) None of them received murder convictions, as under Egyptian law 
one can only be accused of murder if it is absolutely certain that he was indeed the perpetrator. In 
this case, the court deemed the evidence insufficient or conflictive, and claimed that the violence 
had been collective “mob violence”. Moreover, it is possible that the evidence that was presented to 
the judge had been previously modified by police, rendering it too unclear to base a murder 
conviction on. (AWR 2001/8/12, AWR 2001/8/9) 
 
After the verdict, many Muslims praised the “impartiality” of the court. So did Hafez Abu Saeda, 
secretary-general of the Egyptian Organization for Human Rights, stating that the verdict was "fair 
and consistent with the evidence submitted to the court. [...] It is the court’s duty to decide on the 
basis of the evidence it has at hand, and this is exactly what happened in this case." While the 
verdict was indeed in agreement with the evidence the judge had in hand, questions must be raised 
regarding the possibility that this evidence may have been tampered with. (AWR 2001/8/9) Pope 
Shenouda immediately voiced his opposition to the ruling, saying: “We want to challenge this 
ruling. We don’t accept it.” (www.copts.com/english/?p=335) Bishops as well as expatriate Coptic 
organizations and foreign human rights organizations responded with outrage. Bishop Wissa said 
that the verdict served as a green light for Muslims to kill Christians. 
(www.copts.com/english/?p=335) US Copts, the American organization led by Michael Meunier, 
sent a petition to President Bush. (AWR 2001/6/3, www.copts.com/english/?p=293) Even Pope 
Shenouda himself no longer forcefully denied that Egyptian Christians may be persecuted (AWR 
2001/6/3), and said that the activities of the emigrant Copts were reactions to and not actions 
against what happens in Egypt. (AWR 2002/20/10) At the same time he tried to prevent them from 
criticizing the government for the state of affairs by pointing out that the prosecutor-general 
Counselor Maher Abdel Wahed requested a retrial on 22 February 2001 (AWR 2001/8/9): "I know 
you got very upset because of the ruling of the judge in the case of al-Kosheh. This is a ruling in 
which president Mubārak cannot interfere in because this is a judicial authority (according to the 
constitution as in other countries) because the judicial authority (according to the constitution) is 
separated from the executive authority. In spite of that a solution was found. The General 
Prosecutor filed an appeal in the Court of Cassation. He mentioned three reasons which were 
published in the newspapers. These are: insufficient investigations, spoiling of evidence, violations 



of the law. The General Prosecutor asked in this case for a speedy investigation. This is the 
procedure in any general system in any civilized country; that is filing an appeal for a ruling in a 
higher court and this happened in a very strong way. We cannot demand more than that from the 
state." (AWR 2001/13/11) The Court of Cassation accepted the appeal and all defendants were to be 
retried before a different Assiut court on May 21, 2001 (AWR 2001/31/3), which Pope Shenouda 
expressed his gratitude for, as it “proves to emigrant Copts that Egyptian justice is not backward”. 
(AWR 2002/20/10) 
 
However, Sohag Governorate Criminal Court postponed the case on multiple occasions (AWR 
2003/5/24), until new verdicts were finally handed down in late February 2003. One of the 
defendants had by then died; out the 95 others, one was sentenced to 15 years in prison with hard 
labor on charges of possessing a weapon, accidental homicide, injuring and rioting, and another to 
three years in prison with hard labor on charges of accidental homicide, injuring and rioting. All 
others were acquitted. (AWR 2003/8/20 AWR 2003/8/21) In June 2004 the Court of Cassation 
sentenced three further defendants with one or two-year sentences, but none on charges of murder 
(for the same reason of the violence being collective), and it simultaneously shortened the sentenced 
of the Muslim who killed a fellow Muslim. (www.copts.com/english/?p=345)  
 
The outcome of the retrial was a great disappointment to Copts in Egypt and abroad. While the pope 
has not commented in detail on the new verdict, expatriate Coptic organizations continue to publish 
writings lamenting the injustice that was done to the 21 murder victims, an example of which is the 
series of polemic articles under the tile “Coptic Martyrs' Blood Still Crying Out For Justice Nine 
Years Later” in Voice of the Copts. 
(http://voiceofthecopts.org/en/articles/coptic_martyrs_blood_still_crying_out_the_massacre.html) 
In 2007, the Middle East Christian Association filed two lawsuits against Minister of Interior H ̣abīb 
al-cĀdilī and the Minister of Justice Mamdūḥ Marcī for the unjust release of defendants, and it also 
requested recompense for the victims and re-opening of investigations. (AWR 2007/25/35) 
However, rulings were postponed until September 2007 (AWR 2007/31/44, 2007/32/21), and then it 
was decided that the case be “kept as an archive case”. This implied that the case was not deemed 
deserving of a verdict by the court, firstly because the MECA was not a party in the al-Kosheh 
dispute, and secondly because the great majority of Muslim defendants had already been acquitted.   
(source: correspondence with Coptic human rights activist Rā'id al-Sharqāwī, 17 December 2009) 
 
 
Wafa Constantin 2004 
 
In late 2004, fierce rumors arose surrounding a Coptic woman by the name of Wafa Constantin 
Messiha. She was 46 years old at the time, worked as an  agriculturalist at the Agrarian Reform 
Department in Abu al-Matameer in the western Delta governorate of al-Baheira, and was married to 
a 55-year old priest called Father Yūsuf Moawad. Her husband had had both of his legs amputated, 
and due to his disability he had been living in Alexandria for many years, where he was nursed. It 
was thus obvious that husband and wife had not been living together for a substantial period of 
time.2 (AWR 2004/51/13)  
 
In December 2004, the news reached Abu al-Matameer that Constantin had disappeared. 
Immediately, suspicions were spread among local Christians that she had been kidnapped and 
forced to convert to Islam by Muslim fundamentalists.3 

                                                 
2 The exact amount of time was unspecified in the sources used.  
3 It is unknown who exactly was responsible for spreading these rumours (possibly local priests or other local 

Christian notables), but the fact that Constantin's disappearance was blamed on Muslim fundamentalists can be 
attributed to the honour-and-shame culture that is widespread in Egypt. By blaming another community, one's own 
community retains its honour.   



(www.copts.co.uk/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=753&Itemid=2) National 
newspaper al-Ahrām, meanwhile, claimed that Constantin had married her Muslim superior at the 
Agrarian Reform Department, Muhammad Ali Margouna. (AWR 2004/49/20, 2004/50/12) Then 
Coptic Bishop Mūsá contacted the media to clarify that before her disappearance, Constantin had 
gone to Metropolitan Pachomius to ask to divorce her husband who she had become estranged from 
and accused of abusing her. According to Arab-West Report's conclusion, she had not been 
kidnapped, but faced family problems, had long been in a psychological crisis, and wanted a 
divorce. However, since the church does not allow divorce except if adultery can be proven, she 
made the first steps to convert to Islam in an effort to end her marriage.4 (AWR 2004/51/13)  
 

Nevertheless, most priests and parishioners in Abu al-Matameer continued to believe that 
Constantin had been kidnapped. 300 local Coptic youth first organized a sit-in at the bishopric, but 
then moved their protests – accompanied by their priests - to the St Mark's cathedral (the papal seat) 
in Abassiya, Cairo, where they were joined by a great number of Cairenes from poorer areas. The 
demonstrations started on December 4 and continued during the funeral of Sa'id Sumbul, former 
editor-in-chief of al-Akhbar, which was led by Pope Shenouda (www.copts.com/english/?p=252, 
AWR 2004/49/20, 
www.copts.co.uk/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=558&Itemid=2) Demonstrators 
were shouting slogans like “ Abduct us or kill us…. you will never change us” and “When we look 
to our government for help... we only find the security authorities in the way.” (AWR 2004/50/15) 

 

While the protests at St Mark's were still ongoing, the Minister of Local Governorance reportedly 
visited Constantin at an unknown location, and announced she had converted voluntarily (AWR 
2004/49/20), a claim supported by al-Usbūc and London-based al-Sharq al-Awsat. The latter 
reported that Constantin had said during a phone interview that she secretly started fasting in 
Ramadan two years ago after discovering “scientific truth” in Islam. (AWR 2004/50/12) According 
to reports, she read books by Shaykh Shacrāwī, listened to preachers such as Yousuf Tourī and cAmr 
Khālid, and even memorized part of the Qur'ān, and she wanted to convert to Islam only because 
she was convinced of the religion. This latter argument contradicts Bishop Mūsá's claim that 
Constantin had started to convert in order to obtain a divorce. (AWR 2004/51/13) In December 
2004, Constantin left Abu al-Matameer for Cairo where she tried to convert at Madina al-Salam 
police station. (AWR 2004/51/13)5 She was then allegedly held by security forces, which is when 
her disappearance was noted in her hometown and controversy arose. A few days after the protests 
started, the president's political adviser Usama al-Baz met with Pope Shenouda and announced 
shortly afterwards that Constantin had been found. However, when days passed without anyone 
seeing her, and Pope Shenouda left for a Middle Eastern Council of Churches conference in Syria, 
the protests at St Mark's escalated into riots in which the demonstrators threw stones at the security 
forces present. (AWR 2004/50/12) The prosecution arrested 34 persons and ordered a 15-day 
investigative custody on charges of rioting in the demonstrations, hooliganism, obstruction of public 
transportation, resistance of authorities and injuring 62 policemen. (AWR 2004/50/12) 

 

The Coptic Church's al-Kirāzah magazine reported that Pope Shenouda returned from Syria on the 

                                                 
4 Before the consecration of Pope Shenouda III there were ten reasons allowing Orthodox Copts to request divorce, 

including abandonment, grievous bodily harm, insanity and contagious diseases. Now the only circumstance that 
permits divorce is adultery in its narrowest definition. Coptic Catholics are not allowed to divorce under any 
circumstances. (AWR 2005/2/22, 2005/7/42) 

5 Whoever wants to become a Muslim should present a request to the Ministry of Justice through filing a police report 
(mahdar) at a police station, then have two meetings with Christian clergy in the same police station, and then 
present before a committee from the Azhar where he/she says the shahādah and reads sūrah 112, al-ikhlas, after one 
of the Azhar muftīs. (AWR 2008/44/47) 



evening of December 7, and immediately met with Dr Zakarīyā cAzmī of the president’s office, 
requesting to see Constantin. cAzmī agreed and promised that she would be brought to a church-
owned villa the following day at noon. (AWR 2004/51/13) When Constantin was not returned at the 
established time, Pope Shenouda left the Cathedral for his monastery in Wādī al-Natroun, as a 
demonstration of his anger with Egyptian State Security's approach to the situation, for no solution 
had been reached so far and a number of protesters and coincidental passers-by had been unjustly 
arrested. (AWR 2004/51/13) He made known that he believed the issue was much ado about 
nothing and should have been solved locally in Abu al-Matameer, and that the protesters had not 
initiated the violence at St Mark's. (AWR 2005/2/21) To highlight his objection to the state of 
affairs, he missed two of his weekly lectures at the cathedral, while the remaining demonstrators 
intensified their protests. (AWR 2004/51/13) During his stay in the monastery, Pope Shenouda was 
visited by a total of 1,800 priests and other Copts. According to the reports of these visitors, the 
pope had been angry and told them Constantin "had been drugged" despite still not having seen her. 
(AWR 2004/51/13) He clarified that although conversions of Copts to Islam are not uncommon in 
Egypt, this particular case angered him more than usual, as he deemed wives of priests “spiritual 
mothers of the congregation”, according to al-Kirāzah. (AWR 2004/51/13) There were rumors that 
Pope Shenouda had even ordered a general fast as a manifestation of protest, which a number of 
Copts adhered to. (AWR 2004/51/13) However, the pope denied the church had become a political 
forum that aims to aggravate the state in this crisis. (AWR 2005/2/21)  

 

Finally, the protests at St Mark's Cathedral ended when security forces handed Constantin over to a 
committee of bishops and released some of the detained protesters. 
(www.copts.com/english/?p=252, AWR 2004/52/13, AWR 2004/50/12) Pope Shenouda 
subsequently expressed his deep gratitude to President Mubārak for interfering to bring the crisis to 
an end. After Constantin's reappearance, Bishop Mūsá stated that the church had agreed with the 
concerned authorities to offer her a “grace period” to reconsider her conversion, which had not yet 
been completed. He promised that “her final decision will be respected ultimately in the framework 
of the freedom of belief.” (AWR 2004/50/13) 

 

During the following grace period, while she was staying in a church-owned house in Cairo, 
Constantin was met various times by Bishop Pachomius, who attempted to convince her to stop the 
conversion process. (AWR 2004/50/13) Initially, his attempts were not successful, but after a further 
meeting with Pope Shenouda himself Constantin allegedly changed her mind and acknowledged on 
December 14 2004 before the prosecutor-general and in the presence of the pope's lawyers that she 
“was born Christian and will die a Christian”. She was then released into the custody of the Coptic 
Church, which was in charge of “making arrangements for her future”. (AWR 2004/51/13) Pope 
Shenouda denies that any force was involved in Constantin's return to Christianity, and does not 
believe she could still be secretly practicing Islam. (AWR 2005/2/21)  

 

After Constantin's controversial return to Christianity, Pope Shenouda recommended she did not 
return to Abu al-Matameer. (AWR 2004/51/13) Instead, she took residence in the St. Bīshūy 
monastery in Wadi al-Natroun, an all-male monastery that is also the residence of Pope Shenouda, 
supposedly to overcome her “post-conversion crisis”. (www.copts.com/english/?p=2312) However, 
many Muslims suspected she was being held prisoner 
(www.copts.co.uk/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=753&Itemid=2), and Muslim 
intellectuals Dr Rifcat Sayyid Sacīd Ahmad, author Jamāl Sultān, lawyer Mahmūd Riyād, Islamic 
activist Kamāl Sacīd Habīb and lawyer Mamdūh Ismācīl went as far as to sign a statement calling on 
Copts to defend Constantin's human rights and not to put her under the control of a fanatic and 
extremist religion for ethical and national reasons, maintaining that she should be free to choose. 
(AWR 2004/51/13) The issue of Constantin resurfaced in December 2005 when Shaykh Yūsuf al-



Badrī, Islamic preacher and member of the Supreme Council of Islamic Affairs, filed a lawsuit 
against the Minister of Interior, the Egyptian Union Organization for Human Rights - led by Coptic 
lawyer Naguib Gibrail, who defended the return of Wafa Constantin to the church - and Pope 
Shenouda, arguing that the handing over of Constantin to the Coptic Orthodox Church contradicted 
the second article of the Egyptian Constitution (which declares Islam the religion of the state), and 
that she should be free to choose religion and residence. (AWR 2006/25/3) Meanwhile, the church 
and the Holy Synod maintained that Constantin was living voluntarily in St. Bishoy Monastery, and 
that she was in fact observing the Christian fast and attending morning mass. 
(www.copts.com/english/?p=2352, (AWR 2004/52/10) 

 

During all this time, Pope Shenouda did not allow Constantin to speak to the media, claiming that 
“she needs rest”. (AWR 2004/51/13) When Cornelis Hulsman asked the pope during a brief 
encounter on Easter Sunday 2004 whether it would be possible to meet with Constantin, the pope's 
face turned angry and he responded with a firm "No! No! No!" (AWR 2004/51/13) He even 
recommended priests with wives working in governmental or private organizations keep them at 
home to prevent the repetition of such an incident. (AWR 2005/1/14) Constantin's prolonged 
absence from the public eye raised even more suspicions among Muslims, and in 2008 Islamic 
scholar Zaghloul al-Najjār claimed in al-Khamis newspaper that Constantin had been tortured to 
death in the monastery for refusing to renounce Islam. 
(www.copts.co.uk/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=753&Itemid=2) In his article, 
he referred to Constantin as a martyr, as she “had chosen her belief in a truly monotheistic God over 
everything”. (AWR 2008/36/19) However, when Rose al-Yūsuf requested a notification with 
evidence from al-Najjār, he was not able to present it, and Bishop Mūsá and the Holy Synod refuted 
Najjār's claims saying that Constantin was alive and working as an agronomist in St. Bīshūy 
monastery. (AWR 2008/38/55) Nonetheless, three Wadi al-Natroun monasteries felt compelled to 
close temporarily in September and October 2008 out of fear of retaliatory operations by supporters 
of al-Najjār's claims.  (www.copts.com/english/?p=2352) 

 

While the rumors surrounding Constantin's death were still circulating, various Egyptian media 
(such as al-Ahrar) claimed that Pope Shenouda had ordered the Holy Synod secretary Bishop 
Bīshūy to arrange a TV appearance with Constantin on the Coptic Aghabi channel in order to 
disprove al-Najjār's claims, after this had been suggested to him by his secretary Bishop Yu'annis. 
(www.copts.com/english/?p=2312, AWR 2008/38/68, AWR 2008/43/47) However, Pope Shenouda 
showed indignation about the uproar surrounding Constantin and he denied asking clergymen to 
make her appear on TV to refute rumors about her killing and detention. 
(www.copts.co.uk/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=792&Itemid=2) Instead, he 
asserted that the reason he did not want Constantin to appear in public was because her health had 
deteriorated. (AWR 2008/41/61) 

 

To this day, it is unknown what exactly has happened to Constantin in the period since December 
2004. The controversy continues; only this year, Azhar scholars allegedly published a statement 
calling Constantin a martyr and asking for her name to be given to newborn Muslim girls, as well as 
squares and mosques. Also this year, Prof Dr Hāmid Siddīq filed a lawsuit requesting the church 
hand over Constantin's body so that she may be buried in a Muslim tomb, and asking the Ministry 
of Interior to issue a death certificate for that proves that she died a Muslim. Like Shaykh Yūsuf al-
Badrī several years before, Siddīq filed another lawsuit in the judicial court against Pope Shenouda, 
The Minister of Interior, as well as Muhammad Sayyid Tantāwī, grand imām of the Azhar, for their 
responsibility for or lack of intervention in the Wafa Constantin crisis. 

 



Cornelis Hulsman, Editor-in-chief of Arab-West Report, pointed out that after the worst of the Wafa 
Constantin crisis was over, the state changed its policy with regard to Christians wanting to convert 
to Islam, and no longer gave Coptic clergy the opportunity to meet with potential converts to 
discuss their decision after they had filed a police report. In 2005, Cornelis Hulsman and Sawsan 
Gabra met with then-Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs Sallama Shaker, who was known to be 
generally positive towards the work of the Egyptian churches and inter-religious dialogue, but who 
felt in the case of Wafa Constantin that Pope Shenouda had mishandled the issue and was partly 
responsible for its escalation. Shaker made these comments off the record; her opinion was only 
published in Arab-West Report after she had retired as Deputy Minister, but it is likely that her line 
of thought was widespread in political milieus at the time of the Wafa Constantin affair, which led 
to the ban on clergy-convert counseling sessions. (AWR 2008/39/1) 
 
It is important to note that a significant number of Coptic intellectuals, such as Sameh Fawzy, Samir 
Marcos, Dr Amin Makram Ebeid, Mounir Fahry Abdel Nour and Ramzy Zaklama, have made clear 
in interviews with Cornelis Hulsman that they did not believe the “forced conversion” claims made 
by Abu al-Matameer residents and opposed the demonstrations at St Mark's Cathedral. Dr Amin 
Makram Ebeid and Ramzy Zaklama had in fact attended Sacid Sumbul's funeral that was disturbed 
by protesters, and rejected the misuse that the protesters made of a prominent Christian's funeral at 
which many dignitaries were present to draw attention to their case. These statements illustrated the 
disparity between the views of ordinary, working-class Copts on the one hand and of prominent, 
educated Copts on the other hand. (source: interview with Cornelis Hulsman, 16 December 2009) 
 
 
Alexandria 2005 
 
In October 2005, controversy broke out in Alexandria after the populist al-Maydān newspaper 
published an article (“Christian Play Insults Prophet Muhammad”, al-Maydān 6/10/2005) stating 
that Saint George's Church in Moharrem Bey had distributed a DVD containing material that was 
offensive to Muslims. (www.irinnews.org/report.aspx?reportid=25632, AWR 2005/41/28) The DVD 
was in reality a video CD, and contained a recording of a play performed by Saint George's Church 
in 2003. Entitled “I Was Blind, But Now I Can See”, it supposedly tells the story of a young 
Christian convert to Islam who is drawn to Islamist militants after promises of wealth and marriage, 
but when he shows his disillusionment with the Muslim faith after a period of time, they try to kill 
him. (www.irinnews.org/report.aspx?reportid=25632, www.copts.com/english/?p=96) The play is 
loosely based on a popular Egyptian film, “The Terrorist.” In the church video, Muslims are 
depicted as being concerned with material prosperity and aggressive toward those who question 
their commitment to Islam. (www.copts.com/english/?p=2991) Following the recording of the play, 
Pope Shenouda's voice can be heard “blessing” the play, but it has been established that this sound 
fragment was taken from an unrelated sermon. (AWR 2005/44/45) 
 
On 18 October 2005, according to allegations by the US Copts website, the Mujāhidīn of Egypt, the 
Islamist group that is said to be responsible for the Sharm al-Sheikh bombings, incited Muslims via 
the Internet to “act against Christians” in connection with the video. 
(www.copts.com/english/?p=2991) After Friday prayers the next day, over 5,000 Alexandrian 
Muslims protested outside Saint George's Church, demanding an official apology for the “Islam-
insulting” play and punishment of those responsible for it. (AWR 2005/42/25)  The protests soon 
escalated, and cars were set alight and stones were thrown at the police, who reacted with tear gas 
and rubber bullets. (www.irinnews.org/report.aspx?reportid=25632) In the following days, the riots 
spread from outside Saint George's Church to three poorly protected Protestant congregations and 
another Orthodox church in Muharram Bey. (www.copts.com/english/?p=2991, 
www.irinnews.org/report.aspx?reportid=25632) Dozens of people were injured in the chaos that 
ensued. Three people, all Muslims, lost their lives, one of whom died after inhaling tear gas and 



being trampled. (www.irinnews.org/report.aspx?reportid=25632) On the Wednesday, a Muslim man 
stabbed a “muqadassa” (dedicated woman) Sara Rushdy. (www.copts.com/english/?p=96) The 
clashes lasted for over a week. 
(www.unitedcopts.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=1321&Itemid=69) 150 
people were arrested over their involvement in the clashes, and put under a 15-day preventive 
detention. Their charges included attacking places of worship, resisting authorities, blocking traffic, 
gathering on the street and damaging public and private property, including by arson. 
(www.copts.com/english/?p=1883) The Public Prosecutor’s office announced that it would launch 
an investigation into the incident. (www.irinnews.org/report.aspx?reportid=25632) 
 
Although the clashes outwardly appeared purely sectarian, some believed that they are linked to 
political interests. In the November ballot in Alexandria, there were two Christian candidates: 
Maher Khella of the ruling National Democratic Party and George Gabra, an independent. Some 
Christian leaders suspected that political opponents of Muharram Bey-resident Maher Khella played 
a role in stimulating the riots. Whether this was indeed the case or not, Maher Khella eventually 
requested withdrawal from candidacy. (AWR 2005/44/49) Others believe that State Security was 
behind the rioting, in an attempt to portray the Muslim Brotherhood as violent agitators, thus 
discrediting them and undermining their popular support. (www.copts.com/english/?p=2991)  
 
The response of church authorities was mixed. Local church leaders in Alexandria said that the play 
depicted the dangers of extremism, not of Islam, and that its purpose was the education of the 
church's youth rather than evangelism. (www.copts.com/english/?p=96, 
www.copts.com/english/?p=2991)  Some even claimed that the offensive parts were not originally 
part of the play, but were edited in later by unknown people who wanted to create instability in the 
community. This is, however, very unlikely. (AWR 2005/44/48) The Holy Synod of Orthodox Copts 
in Alexandria issued a statement in which it also denied that the play was meant to insult Islam, 
saying that the incidents were an attempt to disrupt national unity. It criticised al-Maydān and al-
Usbūc  newspapers for wrongly alleging that the play was an attack on Islam: "These newspapers, 
with all their allegations, are not faithful to the nation”, the statement read. (AWR 2005/42/25) As 
for Pope Shenouda himself, he initially remained relatively silent on the issue “to allow God to 
work His ways”. Later, he stated that he had never heard about the play or its content before the 
controversy emerged. When he was asked to apologise for it for the sake of national unity, he 
declined to do so. (AWR 2005/44/45) He did give instructions to senior clerics to calm the sectarian 
strife that marred Muslim-Christian ties in Alexandria and Egypt as a whole. (AWR 2005/45/22) He 
also ordered that Father Augustinius Fu’ād and Father Antonius Fahmī, the priests in charge of Saint 
George's Church, be transferred to the al-Suryān Monastery in Wādī al-Natrun (AWR 2005/43/28), 
after which they would be brought before the trials committee at the Holy Synod under Bishop 
Bīshoy. (AWR 2005/45/22) Moreover, he requested that all actors who appeared in the play be 
prevented from working in the church and that all CDs containing the recording of the play be 
destroyed. (AWR 2005/45/22) Despite these efforts, Pope Shenouda also lay the blame on the 
Egyptian media, which he accused of having invoked the tensions by describing the play in a 
skewed way. (AWR 2005/44/49) 
 
In addition, Pope Shenouda issued a joined statement with the Grand Shaykh of the Azhar, 
Muhammad Sayyid Tantāwī, in which the pair expressed their regret at the violence in Alexandria. 
They both urged calm and called for inter-faith dialogue in order to resolve outstanding differences 
(www.irinnews.org/report.aspx?reportid=25632): "...and if anything was misunderstood, then the 
only way to deal with it would be through the spirit of dialogue and understanding, now that the 
matter is undertaken by the investigation authorities.” (AWR 2005/44/45) In separate statements, 
Tantāwī denounced attempts "to spread division amongst the Egyptian people", while president 
Mubārak called for tolerance. (AWR 2005/44/49) 
 



Shortly after the riots ended, on October 26 2006, Pope Shenouda's regret at the tragic events of 
Moharrem Bey was illustrated when he reportedly burst into tears after a round of loud applause 
that followed his Wednesday sermon at Cairo's St Mark's Cathedral. (AWR 2005/46/34, AWR 
2005/46/35) 
 
Later in the year, lawyers Mustafa Mahmūd and Muhammad Kamāl filed a lawsuit against officials 
of Saint George's Church and one other church, as well as Pope Shenouda for their “responsibility” 
for the play. However, the case was adjourned until late December to summon the pope to the 
hearings, and then closed after a reconciliation session took place during a conference at St Mark's 
Cathedral. (AWR 2005/47/27, AWR 2005/52/22)  
 
 
Abu Fana 2008 
 
The monastery of Abu Fana in Mallawi, Minya, which has been at the centre of controversy since 
2008, was founded in the 4th century. In the past ten years, the monastery has greatly expanded, and 
its number of resident monks rose from one to 18. These monks are assisted by dozens of laymen, 
who have helped in the reclamation of the desert land and the building of new buildings on it. 
Desert land has been reclaimed by both the monastery and the “Arabs”, tribal communities that 
inhabit the nearby village of Qasr Hur. (AWR 2008/15/2) In recent years, the monastery reclaimed 
and fenced a patch of land three kilometers from its main complex. This land was not legally bought 
from and registered with the government, but was obtained through an unofficial curfī contract 
between a Muslim businessman from the village and the bishop who is the head of the monastery. 
(AWR 2008/15/2) Also, the monastery considered the land to be its own because its residents were 
the first to cultivate it, according to the Wadc al-Yad principle.6 Tensions between the monastery and 
the Arabs have arisen over this particular patch of land since 2005. (AWR 2008/15/3) 
 
On 31 May 2008, the disputed land was attacked by a group of Arabs from Qasr Hur. The 
surrounding fence was run over at several points, a chapel and cells were set on fire, water pumps 
and new plantations were destroyed, shortly after which shootings broke out. (AWR 2008/15/2) The 
three monks who were at the outpost of the disputed land were kidnapped, tortured, and allegedly 
religiously insulted and forced to say the Shahādah. They were then left in the desert, from where 
they made their way back to the monastery. (AWR 2008/15/2) Four other monks and cadets were 
injured, and various residents of the monastery claim that the brother of one of the monks, who was 
visiting the monastery at the time of the attack, was also kidnapped and never returned. This is 
however questionable. (AWR 2008/23/3) During the attack, one Muslim called Khalīl Ibrāhīm 
Muhammad Muftāh, was killed. His family and the Arabs’ leader claimed that contractor Rifcat 
Fawzī and his brother Ibrāhīm, who were building the fence, were responsible for the “murder”. 
(AWR 2008/15/5, 2008/15/7) 
 
Local police arrested 13 Muslims and two Christians in connection with the clashes. (AWR 
2008/15/2) An Arab Shaykh called Samir Abu Lu’lu’ was widely suspected by monks and local 
Christians of leading the attack, yet he was not arrested. (AWR 2008/23/3) Various monks had to be 
taken to hospital for their injuries. However, after three of them were reportedly mistreated in 
Minya’s local hospital, Pope Shenouda (who returned from a medical trip to Canada days after the 
attack) arranged for them to be moved to Cairo’s Burj Mina hospital, where he visited them. (AWR 
                                                 
6  Wadc  al-Yad was explained by Cornelis Hulsman, Editor-in-chief of Arab-West Report, as a common practice to 

obtain land. One does not own the land but nevertheless reclaims it and after doing so for several years the land 
becomes legally owned by the person cultivating the land. The government has but restrictions on the number of 
feddans that can be obtained this way, this is 100 feddans per person. Thus a family of five could in this way obtain 
a maximum of 500 feddans. Wadc al-Yad land can (but does not need to) be obtained through an curfī contract. Once 
land has been registered with relevant governments institutions it is no longer Wadc al-Yad. (AWR 2008/15/3) 



2008/15/4) 

 

Following the attacks hundreds of Coptic Christians took to the streets outside the Archbishopric of 
Mallawi to demonstrate against the violence, expressing their wrath against the slow response of the 
government and the security services, chanting: “With our blood and soul, we will defend the 
cross.” (www.unitedcopts.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=3165&Itemid=73) 
According to al-Hayāh, seven Copts were injured during this demonstration. (AWR 2008/15/7) 
The protesters believed that the attacked land was in fact correctly registered by the monastery, and 
therefore perceived the attacks as being motivated by religious hatred rather than a land dispute. In 
their retelling of the events, they placed great emphasis on the destruction and offence of religious 
symbols that they accused the Arab attackers of, such as the allegations that monks were forced to 
spit on the cross, that crosses were broken, and that monastic cells and a chapel were burnt during 
the attack and subsequent kidnapping of monks. (AWR 2008/15/4) Expatriate Coptic organizations 
took this version of events as the truth, and in response published a joint press release condemning 
the incident as part of a “genocide” of the Copts. 
(http://freecopts.net/english/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=912&Itemid=9) Local 
Shaykhs, Minya’s governor General Ahmad Diyā’ al-Dīn and the Egyptian Interior Minister, 
however, denied that the conflict was religiously motivated, and maintained that if any religious 
intolerance had been shown during the attack, then it could only have been carried out by 
“uneducated Muslims that don't understand Islam”.7 (AWR 2008/15/6) 

 

In response to the incidents at Abu Fana, Pope Shenouda first of all called on Copts to calm down 
and not have violent reactions. (AWR 2008/15/7) After his return from Canada, he met with bishops 
from Minya at the cAbbāsīyah Cathedral in Cairo, ordering them to deal with the issue in a rational 
way and cooperate with governor Diyā’ al-Dīn. Consequently, Bishop Demetrius of Mallawī 
contacted parliament members in Minya in the hope that a compromise may be reached. (AWR 
2008/15/7)  

 

On 8 June 2008, new assaults on monks and labourers took place at Abu Fana. All escaped, but 
various individuals were injured and had to be hospitalized in Mallawi. (AWR 2008/15/8) Pope 
Shenouda was angered by the new attacks, and was quoted by al-Misrī al-Yawm of 10 June as 
declaring: "It is totally unacceptable and it requires a decisive stance." (AWR 2008/15/8) In his 
weekly sermon at the cathedral in Alexandria, Pope Shenouda described the assailants as "grudge 
bearers" and "opponents of good." He also denied allegations that the land is state property and 
argued that the church bought it and has all the documents to prove its ownership (AWR 
2008/15/8); however, the problem was that the curfī documents that the church indeed possessed 
were not recognized by the governor and the state. (AWR 2008/15/3) Around the same time, church 
sources reported that Pope Shenouda rejected any “reconciliation” before official procedures were 
taken and the culprits whose names were reported to the prosecution were detained. He pointed out 
that reconciliation had taken place in 2006, at which point Arabs had admitted that the monastery 
owned the land, and promised to pay a penalty if they trespassed. Government official assured the 
pope that necessary measures would be taken, also asking him to prevent escalation. (AWR 
2008/15/8) Pope Shenouda then traveled to the US for another medical trip in connection with an 
operation on his leg. (AWR 2008/15/8) 
 

                                                 
7  However, Governor Diyā’ al-Dīn made clear in an interview with Arab-West Report that his definition of 

“religiously motivated” was restricted to attempts by Muslims to convert Christians or by Christians to convert 
Muslims. It is true that attempted conversion does not seem to be the primary reason for the Arabs' attack on Abu 
Fana, but that does not necessarily imply that sectarian motivations played no role whatsoever. (AWR 2008/16/4) 



Meanwhile, the Holy Synod had released a declaration, signed by its secretary-general Bishop 
Bīshūy, that stated that the monastery did not possess any arms or weapons, and presented six 
demands. First of all, it asked for the release of the detained Copts, in particular the monastery’s 
contractor Rifcat and his brother Ibrāhīm, both accused of killing a Muslim man. Secondly, the Holy 
Synod demanded arrest of the perpetrators of the attack, as named by the monks, and called upon 
President Husni Mubārak to undertake investigations and implement measures that will prevent the 
repetition of similar assaults that threaten national security in Egypt. The Holy Synod also called for 
a wall to be built around the whole monastery area under the direct protection and supervision of 
the state, and demanded indemnification of the monastery for its losses, that totaled roughly one 
million Egyptian pounds, according to its own estimations. (AWR 2008/15/8) 
 
Shortly after the second attack, demonstrations were held by expatriate Copts in France, The 
Netherlands, Greece, Australia and the US protesting against what was perceived as “persecution of 
Copts”. In The Netherlands and Greece members of its respective governments sided with the 
protesters. 
http://freecopts.net/english/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=930&Itemid=9 In 
response to the expatriates’ demonstrations, Egyptian bishops (on behalf of Pope Shenouda) held a 
meeting with the Egyptian Foreign Ministry represented by Egypt’s consul general in New York 
Sharīf al-Kholi and representatives of foreign Orthodox Coptic organizations, agreeing that 
everyone endeavor to stop and prevent demonstrations. Pope Shenouda stated that he denounced 
any foreign attempts to place Egypt in a bad light and that any Coptic problem should be solved 
within Egypt itself. www.copts.com/english/?p=2172 
 
Later that month, at the end of June 2008, unofficial negotiations were initiated between Bishop 
Dimitrius as representative of the Abu Fana monastery and Samir Abu Lu’lu as representative of the 
Arabs in the presence of a pope-appointed reconciliatory committee made up of a Coptic 
businessman (cĪd Labīb), a member of parliament who was also secretary of Minya’s committee for 
religious affairs (cAla Hassanayn) and the attorney of the accused Fawzī brothers (Zakaria Kamal). 
The negotiating parties agreed that the building of a protective fence around the monastery may 
continue according to borders determined by the government, but that the present road to the 
monastery must be moved at the expense of monastery land. It was also ordered that the disputed 
outpost and farmland must be demolished. Whoever continued to live outside the monastery’s new 
boundaries would be responsible for his own protection. (AWR 2008/15/9, 2008/25/4) 
 
The Coptic response to this unofficial agreement was predominantly negative, due to the fact that it 
gave the Arab “aggressors” as much of a voice as the “victimised” monks and that it ordered the 
monastery to give up a considerable amount of land. Monks from the Mallawi Bishopric and Coptic 
youths staged a sit-in at Abu Fana monastery in protest. (AWR 2008/15/9) When Bishop Dimitrius 
traveled to the US to inform Pope Shenouda of the outcome of the negotiations, Pope Shenouda 
reportedly called the committee's deal a “trap” (AWR 2008/15/9), asking: “What does it mean that 
the criminals sit with the victims? How will the criminals mend fences with victims who were 
brutally attacked and whose monasteries were robbed and sacred places were profaned in such an 
insulting way?” He is said to have asked the monks at Abu Fana to defend their land and never give 
up any part of it. (AWR 2008/15/10) At the same time, he said he trusted the state to severely 
punish the criminals responsible, so that others may be deterred in the future. He expressed general 
appreciation for President Mubarak and his unbiased help to all Egyptians, Copts and Muslims. 
(www.copts.com/english/?p=2104) Shortly afterwards, al-Misrī al-Yawm reported that Pope 
Shenouda clarified in a phone call to the lawyer of Mallawi Bishopric his wish to postpone all 
negotiations until all culprits were arrested and questioned. (AWR 2008/16/11) 
 
When the news of the unofficial negotiations reached Coptic expatriates’ organizations, they 
prepared to file a claim before international legal institutions, calling to reject the conventional 



reconciliation and instead proceed with the judicial procedures. The Egyptian Church blocked these 
attempts (AWR 2008/36/15), but it was not successful in preventing further demonstrations in the 
US and Australia, in some of which Coptic clergy participated. (AWR 2008/43/28) The 
reconciliatory committee, meanwhile, accused expatriate Copts of increasing tensions between 
Copts and Muslims in Egypt, and made clear that it was willing to enter into dialogue with both 
feuding parties. (AWR 2008/38/4) 
 
In late July 2008 Pope Shenouda’s initially negative tone softened noticeably, as evidenced by a 
statement that he passed on to cĪd Labib and cAla Hassanayn after another meeting with Bishop 
Dimitrius in the US. Perhaps owing to him learning more about the legal invalidity of curfi contracts 
and the responsibility of the monastery in causing the land conflict, he now stated that “the situation 
in Abū Fānā is fully in the hands of the state and the Governor of Minya”, and that Bishop 
Dimitrius would work on reconciliation with “all parties” involved in the incidents at Abu Fana, 
including the Arab tribe and the dead Muslim man’s family. He expressed hope that in this way, and 
by Bishop Dimitrius taking all legal measures to achieve legal ownership of the land, a final 
settlement about the reclamation of the land and the periphery of the monastery may be reached. 
(AWR 2008/16/7) After these statements, the pope was visited multiple times by reconciliation 
committee members cĪd Labīb and cAla Hassanayn to keep him updated on the proceedings of the 
unofficial negotiations and judicial procedures. (AWR 2008/31/4) Through them, he communicated 
that “the problem must be solved within the framework of the law, that should be applied on 
everyone, including the monks” (AWR 2008/31/4) and that “the case of the land and that of the 
monks being attacked should be separated” (AWR 2008/32/8) He also ordered at the end of July 
that “the Abū Fānā problem should be solved within 15 days.” (AWR 2008/31/4) On 13 August, 
despite delays in negotiations due to general discontent of the monastery representatives and 
complaints of misrepresentation by the Arabs, a settlement was reached when a penalty clause of 10 
million Egyptian pounds was included and the monastery agreed to give up more partly cultivated 
land than initially intended in return for authorization for the building of the fence. The monastery 
ended up with 505 feddans, while the Arabs got 1200 feddans. (AWR 2008/32/7, AWR 2008/33/5, 
AWR 2008/34/10) Pope Shenouda’s reaction was diplomatic: "The love of Egypt comes before the 
land", he said, meaning that the peace and safety of the monks and the monastery was more 
important than land. (AWR 2008/33/5) 
 
The building of the fence on the monastery’s newly determined periphery started at the end of 
August and was marked by a celebration with both Christians and Muslims, as well as government 
officials, reconciliatory committee members and clergy being present. (AWR 2008/35/6) The pope 
commented on the building of the fence with the words: “Constructing the wall is a victory over 
hatred and grudges.” (AWR 2008/35/6) Another celebratory conference regarding the reconciliation 
was planned on September 9. However, it had to be cancelled after new tensions arose in 
September. The monastery and the government disagreed about the height of the wall (with the 
monastery demanding a 4-meter high wall while the government insisted that 1.5 meters was 
sufficient) and the monastery residents were upset about the confiscation of a building machine. 
(AWR 2008/36/15) Moreover, the Fawzī brothers, who according to the church and their lawyer had 
been “proved” innocent after post-mortem investigations of the victim indicated that his wounds 
and the bullets found in his body did not correspond to Arabs' descriptions of the shooting and the 
shooter, remained detained in a Western Desert prison near the border with Sudan for “security 
reasons”. (AWR 2008/36/16) Their attorney Zakaria Kamal, and many Egyptian and expatriate 
Copts, suspected that the Fawzī brothers were held in an attempt by the state to extort a 5 million 
pound bribe from the Coptic Church in return for their release. 
(www.unitedcopts.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=3165&Itemid=73) 

Another reason behind the monks' refusal to sign a final agreement was the fact that the Arab 
attackers had still not been arrested and officially criminally judged before Egyptian law. (AWR 
2008/38/7) They also refused to pay compensation, “blood money”, to the Muslim victim's family. 



(AWR 2008/39/5)     

 
cAla Hassanayn traveled to the US once more to inform the pope of the failure of the reconciliation. 
(AWR 2008/39/5) After hearing Hassanayn’s report, Pope Shenouda praised the serious steps taken 
by the reconciliatory committee to end the crisis, but he refused to intervene to end the crisis, 
agreeing with the Abu Fana monks about the importance of trying the perpetrators and releasing the 
detained but innocent Fawzī brothers. (AWR 2008/40/10, AWR 2008/41/62) He also issued a 
statement in which he called for compensation for the monastery itself. (AWR 2008/40/49) The 
pope demanded that the issue be resolved before his return from the US on 20 October.  
 
However, reconciliations failed once more shortly before Pope Shenouda’s return, due to further 
disagreements between the monks and the Arabs, as well as between Labib and Hassanayn when 
the latter prematurely applied for the release of Arab defendants. (AWR 2004/42/12) Pope 
Shenouda then instructed the committee to refer the defendants to court and not interfere in the 
criminal aspect of the case, upon which Hassanayn withdrew. (AWR 2004/42/12)8 Upon his return, 
Pope Shenouda met with Labib and Hassanayn, and then declared the land conflict over “thanks to 
the kind spirits of Minya’s governor”. However, he said that the criminal aspect of the crisis was 
still awaiting the courts’ decision. (AWR 2008/44/9) 
 
In early July 2009, more than a year after the attacks on the Abu Fana monastery, the court case was 
settled when both parties signed reconciliation documents. (AWR 2009/27/25, 
www.copts.com/english/?p=3345) The monks’ and the Arabs’ representatives visited the public 
prosecutor’s office, and declared they wished to change their previous testimonies on the attack, 
according to their new reconciliation agreement. (AWR 2009/28/34) Nine monks from Abū Fānā 
monastery certified that “due to the circumstances of the accident, the night battle, unclear vision 
and due to our fatigue and our lack of concentration, we accused persons of kidnap, detention, 
robbery, attempted murder, causing injury, vandalism, arson, and possessing weapons. Then, when 
we met those people closely, we found out that we could not identify them and that we were not 
sure whether they were there or not. There hadn’t been previous conflicts between us. Costs of the 
robbery and the harms comprised about a million Egyptian pounds. We acknowledge the 
reconciliation with all the accused people in the police record number 3128 filed in 2008. We also 
abandon the civil lawsuit filed in this concern.” Fourteen monks signed a second affirmation 
document, in which they also backtracked on their previous accusations against a number of Arabs 
and canceled the lawsuit they had filed with the civil court. All monks claimed they had signed the 
statement of their free will and without material return. (AWR 2009/27/26) The third affirmation 
was signed by father of killed Khalil Ibrahim. Ibrāhīm Muhammad Mustafá Ibrāhīm cĪsá claimed 
that he had seen a tractor from which the shots that killed his son were fired, but that the vehicle had 
been too far away to identify the people in it. He also waived the judicial proceedings and the 
lawsuit filed in this regard. (AWR 2009/27/26)  
 
After the settlement of the court case, Rifcat and Ibrahim Fawzī were finally released, after thirteen 
months of detention, during which period expatriate Copts had repeatedly spoke out against the 
torture the brothers allegedly underwent. 
(www.unitedcopts.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=3735&Itemid=73, 
www.unitedcopts.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=3708&Itemid=83) They 
were welcomed by Bishop Dimitrius of Mallawi with a church service. 
(www.unitedcopts.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=4008&Itemid=83) 
 
                                                 
8  In spite of this, after the crisis ended Hassanayn claimed in an interview with AWR: “Pope Shenouda told me that it 

is the first time in his life that he assigned a Muslim to settle a problem for the church and he told me that he felt that 
my words were very honest. He added that when he comes to Egypt or even when he is in the US, I will be 
delegated to settle any problem related to the church in Egypt as a whole.” (AWR 2009/21/4) 



Tensions threatened to flare up once more in 2009, when an old man’s body was found on the 
monastery’s grounds, but it was soon proven that there had been no foul play in his death. Security 
in the area was nonetheless reinforced. (AWR 2009/29/23) 
 
 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
As has become clear from the previous chapters, there are various recurring characteristics to Pope 
Shenouda's reactions to “sectarian” incidents, but also inconsistencies. A brief overview:  
 
After the events in al-Kosheh in 1998, the pope initially denied that the committed murder and the 
police violence that followed it were motivated by sectarianism. He was angered by the unnecessary 
escalation of the incident due to the distorted, exaggerated representations of the police brutality by 
foreign media and expatriate Coptic organizations.  
 
After the murders of a considerable number of innocent Copts in the al-Kosheh clashes of 
1999/2000, however, Pope Shenouda's response was understandably much more outspoken and 
emotive. He sent two bishops (Marcos and Serabamun) to the site to investigate, and after hearing 
their reports he blamed the lack of swift response by police forces and the lack of frankness by the 
local authorities for the bloody escalation of the clashes. Although he clearly considered the Copts 
the victim in this particular incident, he did not see the troubles in al-Kosheh as representative of 
Muslim-Christian relations in Egypt as a whole. As for the court case that followed the clashes, the 
pope trusted the government to deal with the perpetrators justly. However, when the Muslims 
detained in connection with the murders were either released or received only light sentences due to 
the fact that the judge deemed it impossible to ascertain in hindsight who the individual perpetrators 
in the “mob violence” were, the pope opposed the ruling. He even expressed understanding of the 
outraged reaction of Copts abroad, but he still stopped them from blaming the Egyptian state by 
pointing out that it had filed an appeal before the Court of Cassation. When in 2003 and 2004 
similar verdicts to the one before were handed down in the retrial, the pope did not comment 
clearly.   
 
When the protests against Wafa Constantin's “abduction and forced conversion” started at St Mark's 
Cathedral in December 2004, the pope was initially absent (at a conference in Syria). After arriving 
back in Egypt, he was informed of the state of affairs by a representative of the president's office, 
who promised Constantin's return so that she could hold a session with clergy to discuss whether or 
not she would go ahead with her conversion. When this did not materialize, Pope Shenouda went to 
a Wadi al-Natroun monastery out of protest against the failure of State Security to solve the issue 
locally in Abu al-Matameer and against the detention of “innocent” protesters and passers-by at St 
Mark's. Later, Pope Shenouda said he was particularly upset by this conversion case because 
Constantin was the wife of a priest, and therefore a “mother of the congregation”. When Constantin 
finally reappeared, the pope expressed his gratitude to Mubārak despite his previous anger with the 
state security's approach to the issue. Constantin's “choice” to return to Christianity and live in St. 
Bīshūy monastery was – according to the pope – entirely her own, yet he forcefully resisted 
allowing Constantin to appear in public or give interview on TV, even after rumors of her death.  
 
In 2005 after clashes broke out in Alexandria over a video CD of a play at Saint George's Church 
that allegedly insulted Muslims, Pope Shenouda made clear he had not been aware of the play or 
the recording. Either for this reason, or because he did not deem the content of the play offensive9, 

                                                 
9 This is unclear from the sources. 



he refused to apologize on behalf of the church. To prevent further clashes, he did however order 
the destruction of all recordings, removed Saint George’s priests to a monastery and prohibited the 
actors in the play from working in the church. The pope thought the bloody clashes were a 
disproportionately severe reaction to the video CD in question, which he blamed the media's 
exaggerated portrayal of the play's content for. In a joint statement with Shaykh Tantāwī, Pope 
Shenouda asked for inter-faith dialogue, while leaving the criminal aspect of the case up to the 
investigative authorities. Tears after a speech he held shortly after the incidents in Alexandria were 
interpreted to illustrate the pope’s sadness over the events.  

 
At the time of the attacks on Abu Fana Monastery, Pope Shenouda was in Canada. On his return, he 
received information about the clashes from the Bishop of Mallawi. At first, he ordered calm and 
cooperation with the Minya governor; however, his reaction grew more forceful after a second 
attack on the monastery. He expressed his belief that the disputed and attacked land in fact “legally” 
belonged to the monastery according to an curfī contract - which was however not recognized by the 
governor and state - and he therefore initially rejected informal reconciliation. Nonetheless, he 
disapproved of the expatriate Copts’ demonstrations that followed the incident, for they tarnished 
Egypt’s reputation. Then the Pope had to travel to the US for medical reasons, from which moment 
onwards his reactions to the legal aftermath of the clashes were communicated through the Holy 
Synod, Mallawi Bishop Dimitrius, and cId Labib and cAla Hassanayn of the reconciliatory 
committee that the pope himself had appointed. The first version of the reconciliation agreement 
that Bishop Dimitrius informed him of, which allowed the monastery to build a fence but denied it 
the disputed land, was met with pope’s anger: in strong words, he rejected negotiations until all 
Arab culprits were arrested and the Fawzī brothers - wrongly accused of the murder of a Muslim 
during the clashes - were released. After a second meeting with Bishop Dimitrius, however, he 
softened his tone, saying that he would leave the reconciliation in the hands of the state, the 
governor and the negotiating parties. When the final reconciliation agreement was presented to him, 
pope Shenouda suddenly reacted with diplomatic statements about “land being less important than 
peace”. Although the reconciliation initially failed multiple times was more due to further 
disagreements between monks and Arabs about its clauses, the pope upon his return from the US, 
declared the land conflict over, praising the Minya governor for solving the conflict. He remained 
critical of fact that Fawzī brothers were still in prison and that Arab culprits were never arrested and 
tried, but he nonetheless ordered the reconciliatory committee to not interfere with the criminal 
aspect of the case, but to leave it up to the courts instead. Eventually, all legal procedures were 
stopped when both the monks and the Arabs dropped all their accusations.  

 
In short, Pope Shenouda's reactions to the various “sectarian” incidents discussed in this paper can 
be summarized as follows. On multiple occasions – during the clashes in al-Kosheh, after Wafa 
Constantin's disappearance, and in the aftermath of the Abu Fana attacks -  the pope was critical of 
the inadequate response of State Security, to the point that he held them largely responsible for the 
escalation of the incidents. Nevertheless, he remained positive and full of praise about President 
Mubārak at all times. Similarly, the pope showed great faith in the Egyptian judicial system; 
however, he was disappointed by its half-hearted or unjust measures more than once. Although pope 
then expressed discontent with court decisions (such as the detention of innocent Copts or the 
insufficient sentences handed down to Muslim perpetrators), he never overtly interfered, deeming 
the criminal aspect of incidents outside his responsibility. This attitude was illustrated by him 
leaving the filing of an appeal up to the Public Prosecutor in the al-Kosheh massacre case. 
 
After the murders of 21 Copts in al-Kosheh in 1999/2000, Pope Shenouda stopped squarely denying 
that this and following incidents may have had a sectarian nature. However, he still refused to 
believe that they were representative of Muslim-Christian relations in Egypt in general, and 
continued to show public manifestations of his good relations with Muslim authorities (primarily 
the Azhar). Instead, Pope Shenouda repeatedly pointed toward the role of Egyptian and foreign 



media, as well as expatriate Coptic bodies and international Christian and human rights 
organizations in the inflammation of incidents inside Egypt. In line with his general supportive 
attitude toward the state, he was particularly critical of expatriate Copts' protests that targeted 
President Mubārak and his government.  
  
In most cases, Pope Shenouda relied on local bishops and his secretary Bishop Yu'annis to gather 
and provide him with details of events taking place across Egypt. After all the above-mentioned 
incidents he also spoke to government representatives, although he did not seem to trust their 
reports as much as those by church representatives (for example, he criticized the Sohag governor 
for presenting an underestimated number of Coptic victims after the clashes of 1999/2000). In the 
case of Abu Fana, Pope Shenouda relied on Minya's bishop Dimitrius and two members of the 
reconciliatory committee that was formed by him - Coptic businessman cĪd Labib and Muslim MP 
cAla Hassanayn - for information. All three of them visited him in the US on multiple occasions. 
The amount of attention and commentary that the pope has given “sectarian” incidents has 
depended on each particular situation. Whereas he saw the uproar surrounding al-Kosheh in 1998, 
the Wafa Constantin crisis and the Alexandria affair as originally minor incidents that were 
unnecessarily inflamed by media and lack of adequate response by security forces, the violent 
incidents in al-Kosheh in 1999/2000 and at Abu Fana Monastery received a more expansive and 
emotive response on his part, and it is clear that in the latter two cases he saw the Copts as the 
unmistakable victims. 
 
It is remarkable that on more than one occasion Pope Shenouda changed the tone or content of his 
response as the conflict progressed. In the case of al-Kosheh, the pope rationalized and relativized 
the 1998 incidents, whereas his response was understandably emotive with regard to the 1999/2000 
clashes. In the Abu Fana case, his reaction was outraged after the first report of the reconciliation 
agreement were brought to him by Bishop Dimitrius, but his discourse later became much more 
diplomatic as he became better informed about the role of the monastery in causing the tensions 
over land, to the extent that he even seemed appreciative of the reconciliatory committee and state 
authorities' efforts to find a compromise between the monks and the Arabs.   


