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 On July 21, 2009 an AWR team led by Cornelis Hulsman visited with Bishop 
Stephanus, bishop of Beba and el-Fashn, in an effort to investigate the tensions in Izbet 
Bushra. During their conversation Bishop Stephanus gave authorization to AWR to devise 
and distribute through him a questionnaire to the priests of his bishopric, in order to 
better understand their local situation vis-à-vis the Muslim population as well as their 
understanding of the events of Izbet Bushra. The questionnaire was presented by Bishop 
Stephanus during a diocesan meeting on July 27, 2009. The questionnaire contained 
forty-one questions, fifteen of which pertained directly to Izbet Bushra. In all, sixteen 
priests completed and returned the questionnaire, with varying degrees of 
thoroughness. A few priests did not respond at all. The priests who participated, with 
their jurisdictions, are as follows: 
 

• Father Sam’an Shihatah Rizq Allah 
o Iqfahs, Nazlit Iqfahs, Girgis Bik, al-Barmash, Nazlit al-Barmash 

 
• Father Abra’am Wanis ‘Attah Allah 

o Izbet Jalilah, Beni Hallah, Halyah, Izbet Baramik 
 

• Sr. Father1 Hatur Bushra Mina 
o Mar Girgis, Salih Farid, al-Fashn  

 
• Father Andrawis Habib Buqtur 

o Tarshub, Izbet Iskandar Ayyub 
 

• Father Mikha’il Milad Naruz 
o al-Shantur, Izbet Bushra 

 
• Sr. Father Rumani Faraj Allah Rizq 

o Fabrikit Beba 
 

• Father Abanub Fawzi Tawfiq 
o al-Bahr, al-Shuqr, al-Zarabi 

 
• Sr. Father ‘Abd al-Masi Hanna 

o al-Fashn 
 

• Sr. Father Hananyah Mikha’il Girgis 

                                                 
1 Sr. Father designates ‘Senior Father’. This is not an official church title, but reflects the difference 

between the Arabic titles ‘Qiss’ and ‘Qammus’. Both are properly translated ‘priest’ or ‘father’, 

but ‘Qammus’ denotes a longer term of experience, though not a greater rank, nor a greater 

responsibility. 



o Western Izbet Girgis 
 

• Sr. Father Yunan Bushra Shakir 
o Izbet ‘Abduh Bik Mikha’il, Nazlit al-Mujahid, Iqfahs 

 
• Sr. Father Abadir ‘Attiyah Shakir 

o Beni Khalil, Beba 
 

• Sr. Father Malak Shihatah Rizq 
o Dashashah, Khalil Bik, Dashtut, al-Shaykh Khattab, Tintan, Kum al-Raml, 

Izbet Shantur 
 

• Sr. Father Armiya Makram Shafiq 
o Izbet al-Azhari, al-Mahmudiyah, Izbet Shafiq 

 
• Sr. Father Musa Mas’ud Nazir 

o Badhal 
 

• Sr. Father ‘Abd al-Qudus Hanna 
o Sumusta 

 
• Sr. Father Da’ud Ghatas Ayyub 

o Izbet Ya’qub, al-Wakliyah, al-Zawiyah al-Khadra’, Kum al-Sa’aydah, Hub 
Shint 

 
 Though significant time has passed between the issuance of the questionnaire 
and this analysis, its publication is still timely. The original intention of the bishop was to 
conduct a study of his diocese in an effort to better understand local attitudes of 
sectarian tension. With these results he hopes that the local church may be able to 
draw support for the diocese. This would be in terms of directing political attention to 
certain incidents which have occurred in the area, as well as gaining financial support 
to fund projects supportive of area needs. These intentions are both still standing and 
practical. 
 
 It is also true that the situation in Izbet Bushra, though settled, is in need of 
attention. Local reports, needing confirmation, state that the long sought authorization 
to build a church has been granted. Nevertheless, security clearance has not yet 
permitted construction to begin. Though these are local matters for local actors to 
decide, it is hoped that the findings of this report might be able to inform the area in 
general of practices which lead toward peace and good relations.  
 
  This paper will analyze the responses of the priests with an eye toward shared 
characteristics, policies, or attitudes that tend toward peaceful relationships with 
Muslims. While it is granted that sixteen priests do not constitute a sufficient sample size 
to establish absolute correlation, patterns of responses emerge which suggest best and 
worst practices. It is also granted that each local situation is unique, demanding 
attention to peculiarities not reflected in the general nature of the results of these 
surveys. Nevertheless, it is hoped that insight gained from this questionnaire will be useful 



to the bishopric, and to Christian-Muslim relations in general, so that certain building 
blocks of peaceful coexistence may be appreciated. 
 
 
Atmosphere and Relations  
 
 Within the questionnaire, two questions in particular serve as a useful gauge for 
measuring the interreligious health of a community. The first asks, what is your opinion of 
the atmosphere between Muslims and Christians during the last ten years? The second 
asks as a follow up, do you think the relations between Muslims and Christians have 
improved/worsened/stayed the same during the last ten years?  The answers to these 
questions have been considered together in the conclusions that follow, with the 
direction of relations serving as the main element for analysis. Indeed, the broad survey 
yielded encouraging results: Ten priests reported an improving or stable situation, 
whereas only four priests reported worsening relationships. Two priests neglected to 
answer the question. Interesting correlations follow, however, based on the responses to 
other questions. 
 

Relationship with the Village Imam 
 
 The key question that serves as the clearest indicator toward good relationships 
in an area is whether or not the local priest has a good relationship with the village 
imam. In the ten cases where relationships are described as improving or stable, eight 
describe a good relationship with the imam.2 In one case there is no relationship with 
the imam, but a good relationship with the local awqaf3 inspector, and in the other, no 
answer is given at all. There are no cases in which improving or stable relations are 
connected to a negative response regarding the local imam.  
  

Conversely, of the four priests reporting worsening relationships, while one does 
describe a good relationship with the imam, one reports no relationship, one reports an 
occasional relationship, and one gives no answer at all. Perhaps this suggests that the 
reasons for worsening relations are many, and cannot either be salvaged or damaged 
by the particular relationship with the imam. That a good relationship aids the possibility 
of good relations, however, is clear from the case of the ten priests listed above.4  

 

                                                 
2 In two cases the Muslim community is small and has no imam. In these cases, however, the 

priest describes good relationships with the Muslim community, in which they solve their problems 

together. For this reason I considered them for inclusion in this statistic.  

3 The plural of ‘waqf’, which designates a religiously endowed establishment. Mosques and 

churches receive special attention in the administration of government, and thus the inspector 

of these buildings is influential in local areas. 

4 The level of influence in a village for both a priest and an imam is greatly variable, dependant 

on many factors including their personal charisma. Please see the view of Osama al-Ghazoly in 

the appendix at the end of this document. 



Other factors which can be viewed as contributing to the status of relations are 
provided below in the order in which they appear on the questionnaire. 
 

Age and Years in Area 
 
 The average age of the surveyed priests is 45, but if the oldest (79) and youngest 
(28) ages are removed, the average age equals just under 44. Of the four priests who 
report worsening relations, one is aged 79, but removing his number yields an average 
age of 38. Similarly, the average length of time of priests in their area is 16.75 years, but 
is adjusted to 15 if the longest (55) and shortest (1.3) terms are eliminated. Meanwhile, 
again setting aside the experience of the 79 year old, the average length of service in 
an area for those reporting worsening relationships is only 9 years.5  
 
 If the elderly priest is excepted, the priests reporting worsening relationships are 
on average seven years younger than the average, and have served six years less than 
the average in their area of responsibility. While caution should be exercised in 
rendering judgment, this is a noteworthy statistic. Priests who find themselves surrounded 
by tension tend to be younger and less experienced than their counterparts. 
 
Villages of Responsibility and Number of Priests 
 
 When asked about the total number of priests serving in the bishopric, the 
response was fairly consistent. Though five priests did not answer the question, the results 
varied between a low of 42 and a high of 49, with 48 as the most popular estimate, 
given seven times. This reflects an understanding on the part of the priests concerning 
the human resources available to minister to the totality of the bishopric.  
 
 What is not reflected, however, is the estimation that this total is probably too low 
to properly serve the many villages that compose the bishopric. In the responses 
submitted, there were a total of 45 villages listed under the care of these sixteen priests. 
This equals an average of 2.8 villages per priest. Translated, one individual is charged 
with both the spiritual care and the administrative responsibility (weddings, funerals, 
etc.) of nearly three separate and often distant communities. 
 
 The numbers also reflect a possible correlation with the atmosphere of relations in 
a village. In areas where the priest reports improving or stable relations, he has an 
average of 1.8 villages under his responsibility. Where there are reports of worsening 
relations, however, the average village count per priest equals 4. The bishopric might 
well be in need of additional priests on a general basis, but the survey suggests that this 
need may be more vital for the preservation of peace in the outlying villages. 
 

Population and Houses of Worship 
 

                                                 
5 One priest reported only 2.5 years of service in his area, but remarked that he was an area 

native. Noting his age of 48, for the above calculations his experience in the area was tabulated 

at 30, representing his adult lifespan. 



 Please note the population division between Muslim and Christian in the 
following chart, noting also the tally for the number of mosques and churches: 
 

 Fr.Rizqal

lah  

Fr.Atalla

h 

Fr.Mina Fr.Baqt

ar 

Fr.Narou

z 

Fr.Rizq Fr.Tawfi

q 

Fr. 

Hana #Muslims 3,000 4,000 3,500 15,000 19,650 10,200 4,000 85,000 

#Christian 1,500 1,000 1,500 1,500 350 1,800 1,500 15,000 

Ratio 2:1 4:1 2.33:1 10:1 56:1 5.66:1 2.66:1 5.66:1 

#Mosque 1 16 4 6 12 6 10 Unknow
n #Churche

s 

1 1 17 2 1 1 1 3 

Ratio 1:1 16:18 4:1 3:1 12:1 6:1 10:1  

 Fr.Girgis Fr.Shakir Fr.Attiy Fr.Shiha Fr.Shafiq Fr.Nazir Fr.Hann Fr.Ayyu

#Muslims 25,000 150 6 8,000 1,000 20,000 84,150 9,180 

#Christian 5,000 300 994 750 1,700 600 850 2,144 

Ratio 5:1 1:2 1:166 10.66:1 1:1.7 33.33:1 99:1 4.28:1 

#Mosque

s 

16 1 0 n/a10 1 15 15+ 5 

#Churche 1 1 1 1 1 0 111 1 

Ratio 16:1 1:1 0:1  1:1 15:012 15+:1 5:1 

 
 
 One of the factors that can exasperate tensions in an area is the practice of 
illegal church building. As the population of local Christians grows, they find their pre-
existing churches to be too small to meet their needs. Their requests for new 
construction, however, are often met with endless obstacles or outright rejection, and 
so they are tempted to begin building under false pretenses, frustrated especially by 

                                                 
6 Note: Population numbers subjective. On his survey Fr. Rizqallah describes 2,000 people for the 

village, 500 Muslim families, and left the Christian total unanswered. Estimating four people per 

family would entail a wholly Muslim village, but elsewhere he says there are 500 Christian 

students in school. By estimating two children in school per family yields 250 families, which 

equals approx. 1,500 Christian villagers.  

7 Fr. Mina claims a presidential decree was issued for the construction of a second floor, but that 

security has obstructed it until now. 

8 Fr. Atallah reports that three private buildings are used for prayer. If calculated the ratio 

becomes 4:1. 

9 Note: Population numbers subjective. On his survey Fr. Hanna answers only that there are 850 

Christians in his area, but later adds that the number of Christian students is 1% of the total. The 

Muslim total was estimated by assuming the same percentage exists among the general 

population. 

10 No answer provided. 

11 This is the only church for which official permission is explicitly claimed. 

12 Fr. Nazir reports one private building is used for prayer. If calculated the ratio becomes 15:1. 



the perceived ease of Muslims in building additional mosques. This has been a cause of 
strife repeatedly in Egyptian society, as Christians claim discrimination, security sees 
violation of the law, and Muslims, at times, see an affront to the Islamic nature of their 
community. 
 
 Although further research is necessary to determine the cause of conflict in the 
four areas which report worsening relations, the data is incomplete and unable to 
validate the often-heard Christian complaint of underrepresentation, at least in 
comparison to the community at large. Two of the four priests do not provide an answer 
for the number of mosques in their area, though presumably the number could be 
large. Furthermore, the in the area of the two other priests, the ratio of churches to 
mosques is greater than the ratio of Christians to Muslims. This observation can be 
limited, however, by the fact that these priests serve multiple villages, yet only one 
houses a church, and furthermore, in most cases, the priests do not report on the size of 
their buildings.13 Since these can be of varying dimensions, the number of locations 
does not accurately describe capacity for worship. These factors, if further studied, 
could provide greater context for the state of deteriorating relations.14   
 

Private Buildings Used for Prayer 
 
 One question which could be seen as a negative indicator of good relations is 
the presence of private buildings used for prayer. Of the sixteen priests surveyed, only 
five reported such activity in their area. Interestingly, however, none of these priests 
reported worsening relationships with Muslims. On the contrary, four reported good 
relationships with the imam,15 and one, while not having relations with him, had good 
relations with the awqaf inspector. Further questioning would be useful to determine his 
knowledge of and attitude toward their use of a private building for prayer, but it is 
clear that this controversial activity does not need to damage relations if good 
relationships are in place with Muslim leaders. 
 
Shared Projects 
 
 Of the sixteen priests who conducted the survey, only one reported that there 
were no joint projects (schools, hospitals, social services, etc.) between Muslims and 
Christians in their area. Three priests, however, failed to answer this question. It should be 
noted that the priest who stated there were no shared projects also reported strained 
relationships with Muslims, while the three who failed to answer suffered conditions of 
worsening relationships, limited relationships, and one failed to answer. This, perhaps, is 
not sufficient evidence to establish causation, but in all cases where relations are 

                                                 
13 Fr. Rizq reports that the church in his area is 80 m2 

14 With these statistics, care must be taken to remember they come from Christian sources only. 

As such, they may reflect Christian inflation of their population; similar future studies from the 

Muslim perspective are necessary to balance any observations contained therein. 

15 Again, in two cases the Muslims population is small, with no imam present in the village. 



improving or stable, there are shared projects between the two communities. The 
reported projects are listed below: 
 
Father Abra’am Wanis ‘Attah Allah 

A water supply project 
A public school 
 

Sr. Father Hatur Bushra Mina 
Schools 
Hospitals  
 

Father Andrawis Habib Buqtur 
A health unit in Tarshub 
 

Father Mikha’il Milad Naruz 
Primary and secondary schools 
Health units 
Social affairs 
 

Father Abanub Fawzi Tawfiq 
St. Mark’s School 
 

Sr. Father ‘Abd al-Masi Hanna 
No joint projects, but Christian hospitals provide services to all 
 

Sr. Father Hananyah Mikha’il Girgis 
Schools 
Hospitals (Veterinary and Health) 
Agricultural societies 
 

Sr. Father Yunan Bushra Shakir 
A primary school 
An agricultural society 
A rural hospital 
 

Sr. Father Armiya Makram Shafiq 
Medical services (convoys) 
A development society in Beni Suef for shared loans 
al-Zubayr ibn al-Awwam School 
 

Sr. Father ‘Abd al-Qudus Hanna 
al-Raja’ Society 
al-Tawfiq School 
 

Sr. Father Da’ud Ghatas Ayyub 
 A primary and secondary school 
 A public hospital 
 An NGO which provides services for all 



 
 

Shopping Patterns of Christians 
 
 It has been noticed that certain Christian Egyptians will isolate themselves and 
develop a ghetto mentality, keeping relations only with fellow Christians in their area, 
reducing or even avoiding interaction with the Muslim majority.16 While it is surmised that 
this attitude may keep the peace, it does not build strong communities ties which can 
stem the tide of sectarianism should a conflict erupt. One question sought to explore if 
this phenomena was present in the Bishopric of Beba and el-Fashn, asking how many 
Christians bought their household goods in the same locations and stores frequented by 
Muslims.  
 
 Three categories were offered: Most Christians, Some Christians, and Few 
Christians. Only two priests failed to answer this question, and all but two replied that 
most Christians of their area buy from the same shops as Muslims do. The two other 
replies both designated “Some Christians”, but there is no negative correlation with 
good relations, as both priests describe the atmosphere as one of improving relations. It 
appears, from this one question at least, that a ghetto mentality is not economically 
maintained in the bishopric.  
 
Christians within Local Security 
 
 The recent events in Izbet Bushra have made clear the accusation of local 
Christians believing that the local security apparatus is biased against them (see 
below). It could be proposed, therefore, that if Christians themselves served in state 
security it might work against the perceived experience of bias and discrimination. In 
all, of the sixteen priests surveyed, fourteen answered the questions concerning the 
number of security personnel in the area, as well as the number of Christians among 
them. Six responded that there were no Christians whatsoever in security, four 
responded that there was but a small percentage, and four others responded that 
Christians composed a sizeable percentage of the security force. 
 
 In the six cases where no Christians were believed to serve in security, there is no 
clear indication of correlation with good relations—three times they are improving, two 
times they are worsening, and once there is no answer. In the four cases where 
Christians are believed to be a small percentage, again, there is no correlation—two 
times the relations are stable, two times they are worsening. When Christians are 
believed to make up a considerable part of the security force, however, in all cases 
relations between Christians and Muslims are either improving or stable. This suggests 
that when Christians are believed to be present and involved in the security of their 
villages, it is less likely for sectarian tensions to escalate. 
 
 While this may be true, caution should be exercised before declaring direct 
correlation. In one of these villages Muslims in the village were reported as only one 

                                                 
16 AWR 2006, Week 49, Article 4; AWR 2006, Week 52, Article 26 



family, and all security forces were Christian. In another village the populations were 
roughly equal, while in the other two Christians were reported as more highly 
represented in security than their population would suggest. While these factors limit the 
power of the observation, nevertheless it should remain worthy of consideration in 
pursuit of good relations.  
 
Dealing with Clashes 
 
 The question was posed to the priests, “What is your way of dealing with a clash 
in your village?” While five priests either did not answer or stated that there was no 
conflict, interesting results are seen in their response. Two times the answer involved 
complaining to officials, four times a spiritual/religious answer is given, such as prayer or 
reliance on God, and five times there was listed some sort of village cooperation.  
 
 In the two cases of official complaint, the results are mixed—in one instance 
relations are stable, in the other they are worsening. There is a clearer indication in 
comparing the other two methods, however. When the primary response is 
spiritual/religious, there is one instance of improving relations, but three times it is 
worsening. When village cooperation is the main answer, however, in every case the 
atmosphere in the village is said to be improving. 
 
 While this appears to be clear validation of the correlation between cooperation 
in times of conflict and improving relations between Muslims and Christians, the 
correlation may not be as strong concerning the spiritual/religious response. It is possible 
that this response flows from a situation that has already broken down, rather than an a 
priori attitude of the priest. Nevertheless, it appears to be highly valuable for Christians 
to establish relationships of cooperation with their Muslim neighbors, which especially 
must be strengthened in times of conflict. As a final note, it would also be useful to 
follow up with the priests who describe patterns of cooperation, to study further how 
they have worked together through their clashes. This would provide invaluable insight 
into local reconciliation efforts, hopefully for application in other areas. 
 
First to Inform 
 
 One final question lending to consistent observation concerns to whom the priest 
would first report in the instance of a clash in the village. While two priests did not 
answer this question, the bishop would be pleased to know that in all but one case his 
position was referenced. In most of the cases, however, the bishop was the sole person 
listed in answer to this question, while in four cases, other authorities are included. 
 
 Given the large sample size for bishop-only responses, it is not surprising to find 
mixed results. In five cases the relations are improving/stable, four times they are 
worsening, and once there is no answer. When other authorities are included, however, 
in every case the relations are reported to be improving/stable. This suggests that while 
a priest should be recommended to honor his chain of command, early contact with 
other authorities is useful in maintaining peaceful relations. 
 



 It should be noted that there was no overlap between those above who dealt 
with conflict by complaining to officials and those here who informed authorities. In 
both cases, those who complained listed only the bishop in the answer to this question. 
It should also be noted that the observations in this question may be disputed, since it 
was only asked who would first be informed of a clash. As stated, those who 
volunteered no further information reported both instances of improving and of 
worsening relations, which should not be tied in correlation to their response to this 
question. 
 
 
Concerning Izbet Bushra 
 
 Unfortunately, the questions concerning Izbet Bushra itself received less attention 
from the priests, with seven failing to answer a single question. Perhaps this is due to 
them not knowing anything about it firsthand, but no explanation is given on the 
questionnaires received. Furthermore, of the nine who did address the issue, most of 
their responses are partial at best. Nevertheless, there are interesting observations to cull 
from their reports. 
 
 Of the nine who addressed questions concerning Izbet Bushra, only four had 
visited the village, and only one following the clash of June 21, 2009, and that to offer 
condolences. These, plus one other, offered their estimations of the religious 
composition of the village. Two priests stated that the Muslim and Christian percentages 
were roughly equal, while one put the Muslim population at two times the Christian, 
and one only estimated the Muslim population. The priest who answered but had not 
visited personally estimated that Muslims were ten times the number of Christians in 
Izbet Bushra. 
 
 When asked to describe the events of Izbet Bushra, only three responded to the 
question about a church in the village, but correctly identifying it as being housed in a 
private building. Five priests delineate their understanding of what transpired, and of 
them, two allege that the security forces instigated the Muslims against the Christians, 
two report that the clash involved Muslim attacks and that the security did nothing to 
prevent them, and one report lacks any reference to security, only mentioning the 
damage done by Muslims. When asked about the role of authorities in the conflict, 
however, all nine label it as negative, several going into detail about their biases and 
transgressions.  
 
 Of the nine priests who responded, eight commented on their area’s Christian 
and Muslim reactions to the conflict of Izbet Bushra. Concerning the Christian reaction, 
only one mentioned that they were not aware of the incidents. The seven others 
reported several reactions, with the largest response being anger. Also reported were 
fear, sympathy, and a sense of injustice. Concerning the Muslim reaction, answers 
varied, with only one priest saying they were not aware. One priest mentioned the 
Muslims were angry at the security forces, while two reported that there were incidents 
against Christians in their village following the news of Izbet Bushra. Furthermore, two 
priests stated there was no response from Muslims, and two others answered they did 
not know the Muslim response. One telling remark is that none of the priests answered 



the question concerning whether or not they met with the local imam following the 
events of Izbet Bushra. Presumably, none of them did. 
 
 The final question asked of the priests was their opinion on what could be done 
to improve relations in Izbet Bushra, with categories for the role of Christians and the 
church, Muslims, authorities, the media, and foreigners. Only four priests answered any 
aspect of this question, but none of them commented on the role for either Muslims or 
the media, and only two commented on the role of authorities. One said it had no role 
whatsoever, and the other spoke of its role in teaching Egyptians the principles of 
shared citizenship and equality between religious confessions. The Christian role was 
described as teaching the people about the necessity of patience and self-control, as 
well as clinging to rights and engaging the authorities in defense of them. The role of 
foreigners was described mostly in terms of broadcasting the news so that the world 
was aware of the discrimination against the Christians, though none of these, oddly, 
attributed a role to media. With a response rate of only four of sixteen priests, however, 
these answers should not be generalized to the region. 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
 The questionnaire distributed to the priests of Beba and el-Fashn followed the 
effort to untangle the events of Izbet Bushra, in the hope that learning of the area 
response to the conflict would help in understanding both local peculiarities and 
potential solutions. Concerning the village in question, however, there was not sufficient 
response to see broad understandings, save for the perception of the negative role of 
security and the authorities. In this case it is clear the priests in the area view the issue in 
Izbet Bushra to be primarily between the Christians and the authorities, and secondarily 
with the Muslim villagers. Responses to other questions are valuable as individual insight, 
but few other trends emerge across the board. 
 
 Responses concerning their own areas, however, yield a wealth of interesting 
observations. While most of the priests report at the least a state of stability with Muslim 
neighbors, there are four priests who describe their relations as worsening. With varying 
degrees of confidence, factors that emerge as contributing toward good relations are 
a friendly relationship with the imam, the existence of shared projects in the area, a 
healthy presence of Christians in local security forces, and a spirit of cooperation with 
Muslims and authorities during times of conflict. Even controversial subjects such as 
illegal house churches can be overcome if these factors are in place. Meanwhile, 
though offered as a cautious observation, a young age and limited experience in a 
village appear to be common factors where relations are worsening. As stated in the 
introduction, sixteen priests do not constitute a sufficient sample size to make firm 
determinations. This should not, however, deter readers of this report from finding useful 
strategies to consider for their local contexts. Finally, it is advisable for further research to 
be conducted with the individual priests who participated in this questionnaire, so that 
the realities of their village are not allowed to be subsumed under the general reporting 
of this survey, but might rather inform its findings to a greater degree. 
 
 



Appendix: Evaluation of Report by Osama al-Ghazoly 
 
 On October 9, 2009 I met with Osama al-Ghazoly to discuss this report and the 
questionnaire on which it is based. The following summary reflects his comments on a 
few areas in particular: 

Osama had a few comments about the report on the questionnaire. Some of 
these were slightly critical of the questions themselves. For example, he believed that 
asking if there were shared services in the area of a priest signaled that we did not 
know very much at all about Egypt. Of course there are shared services; Egypt is one 
community with two religions, but both religions offer services to whomever applies, 
whether Copts on the one hand, or even the Muslim Brotherhood on the other. During 
the monarchy, for example, 70% of government ministers graduated from Catholic 
schools. I responded that the question was meant more to discover what the shared 
services were, but also to determine if a perceived Coptic tendency to isolate 
themselves was at play in the area. He accepted this explanation, but emphasized the 
tendency toward isolation was a recent phenomena, and unlikely to have an effect on 
area services. 

 Osama was also critical of the final question, asking the priests’ opinion about 
the role of foreigners in working toward better relations in Izbet Bushra. He believed 
instead of ‘foreigners’ as a category we should have asked about ‘civil society’. Civil 
society can include foreigners, since they have a role in many active NGOs. The writing 
of ‘foreigners’, however, could offend many Egyptians, and he believes the use of the 
word is a terrible mistake. 

 Osama had a general comment about the number and date of construction of 
church building versus mosque building. Though the questionnaire asks about the date 
of construction, he said the report could better highlight the fact that many villages 
had a church long before they had a mosque. From here he spoke about the current 
climate for building houses of worship. Whereas in the past communities built churches 
or mosques due to need, today they build them as a statement of identity. While 
Christians did encounter difficulties in obtaining permits in the earlier age, there was 
always a place for compromise; today, lines are drawn and the building is politicized. 
He believes this began with the Zawiya al-Hamra incident from the 1970s, and has 
steadily worsened since then. 

 Osama had other comments which questioned the findings of the report. For 
example, the report suggests a correspondence between the number of villages 
serviced by a single priest and the presence of good relations between Muslims and 
Christians, specifically, that when a priest is taxed with the care of many villages the 
relations tend to be worse. In general, this suggests that there are too few priests 
working in the bishopric to begin with. Osama questioned this finding, believing the 
number of priests in the area to be unimportant. Priests do not tend to reside in the 
village, and therefore their influence is limited. They also do not tend to be the 
community leaders; rather, they serve as religious professionals. While a particular priest 



can have a good or a bad effect on the village, the determinants of good relations lie 
elsewhere.17  

 Osama’s most important comment concerned the basic finding of the report, 
namely, that good relations tend to prevail in villages in which there is a positive 
relationship between the priest and the imam. Similar to his comments about priests, 
Osama emphasized that the imam of a village does not tend to be a community 
leader. Either he is a government appointee from the Awqaf, in which he may well be 
an outsider, but in any case would be regarded as a minor civil servant, or else he is 
chosen by the people simply to lead prayers. He tends to be low paid, of lesser 
education, and of minor repute in the community. While a priest may have moral 
authority among Christians, it cannot be said that an imam possesses similar influence. 
When I pressed him agreeing that ideal Islam may operate this way, I would imagine 
that in popular Islam the imam can attain great influence for his preaching, and this 
might be seen even greater in the villages, where he could be the only one with 
religious education, no matter how slight. While admitting this could be the case, he 
repeated that imams do not operate as village leaders, and it is the village leaders who 
determine relations in a community. These instead are the businessmen, government 
officials, bureaucrats, security personnel, and the elders of prominent families. To secure 
good relations in a village, it is far more important to have a good relationship with 
these, than it is to have a good relationship with the imam. 

 In general, Osama found the report to be potentially useful, but limited due to 
the small sample size. He did not have suggestions about areas to follow up for 
research, had no opinion if we should include it in our report to Ambassador Abul 
Magd, though he wondered how it would be useful, and thought that it might be of 
benefit to the church, but again, with only sixteen priests the conclusions are too 
tenuous. He believed better feedback on the report could be offered by Samir Marcos 
and Sameh Fawzi, since they have good insight into such matters, and he himself would 
like to hear what they had to say. 

 

Appendix: Evaluation of Report by Samir Marcos 

 On December 7, 2009 Samir Marcos visited our office and offered his comments 
and observations about our project, specifically about the Questionnaire Report. 
Present in the meeting were Osama al-Ghazoly, Sawsan Gabra, and Jayson Casper. 
The following is a summary of our conversation. 

                                                 
17 Editor: It is true that in the past churches were built for need and that today they are often built 
as a statement of identity. The number of priests in an area, however, is not unimportant. 
Throughout the years we have witnessed social problems taking on a religious color and 

becoming a religious issue. Priests do generally care for the social problems of Christians; if 

successful this reduces these problems and with them the likelihood of tensions.  Furthermore, it is 
not true that priests do not tend to reside in their village. Most, in fact, do, though they can be 
moved to other dioceses. Depending on the charisma of the priest he has the possibility of 
becoming a community leader, be it the leader of the Christian community only, or of a wider 

audience in his village. 



 
 We began by discussing the Questionnaire Report written from the response of 
sixteen priests from the Bishopric of Beba and el-Fashn. Samir thought the report was 
good and useful, but also had a few suggestions. First, he believed the report could be 
complimented by social and demographic data from the region. This could be 
obtained easily for the governorate of Beni Suef, and perhaps a regional center could 
supply us even with information about Izbet Bushra. Second, he thought that the paper 
could use an introduction about methodology. He believed it would be important for 
the reader to know how we obtained this information, and what priority it was given by 
the bishop and his priests.  
 
 As Sawsan told him the story of the questionnaire it prompted Samir to speak of 
the church. He noticed from the report that many of the priests were young, and he 
remarked that it is often these priests who are activists in church building. Many priests 
do not originate from their area of service, come from other professions, and if monks 
spend a few years in a monastery, but do not have much training or experience with 
village life or even community affairs. Instead, many are affected by the charged 
political environment and seek a church building—“my church”—as an expression of 
their own and of Coptic religious identity. Samir thought it could be a good service if we 
approached Bishop Stephanos and asked him in what manner we could help provide 
training for his priests. 
 
 Samir also remarked that none of the problems were observed during the tenure 
of Bishop Athanasius. He was well known for his first concern to be community 
development and extension of social services—to benefit Muslims and Christians 
equally. Only afterwards did he worry about church building, which was facilitated by 
warm interreligious relationships. In suggesting that Bishop Stephanos was lacking similar 
experience as Bishop Athanasius and having a number of activist priests in his diocese 
we wondered what could be done administratively in the church. Nothing, he replied, 
but since Bishop Stephanos has invited us to help we must nurture this relationship and 
ask him how we can be of service. 
 
 Samir followed up this discussion with his observation that village priests tend to 
be from the lower class. Christian village leaders, while professing their loyalty to the 
church, are often known to be at odds with these priests, especially the activists among 
them. They are aware that these sectarian trends are against communal interests, and 
feel threatened by them. Samir did not offer advice about how to operate in this reality, 
but the knowledge thereof is important for any involvement we might have in a village. 
 
 Returning to the report itself, Samir thought it was more or less ready to be shared 
with Bishop Stephanos, and hoped it would be of use to him. He agreed with the 
findings of the paper, but when asked about Osama’s emphasis on the correlation 
between relations of Muslim and Christian village leaders and peace, over and above 
the relations between the imam and the priest, Samir said both were equally important. 
He also added that the finding concerning the correlation between Christian 
involvement in the security apparatus and peace was not strong. While long term 
attention should be given to the participation of Christians in all aspects of bureaucracy 



and administration, he doubted whether or not the current composition had much 
impact on improving or declining relations in the area. 
 


