
 

Creation of a Pious Fraud in Egypt 

by Jasper A. Kiepe 

As a follow-up to my interview with a Cairene Protestant pastor, I asked Cornelis Hulsman, 

Editor-in-Chief of Arab-West Report, for an interview on pious fraud. “I first learned about the term 

Pious Fraud from my long-time friend Dr. Otto Meinardus, German scholar and former pastor of 

the Maadi Community Church. It is fraud because such stories are made up, yet it is pious 

because the person who makes such stories public does so out of the belief that a particular story 

will ‘glorify God’ or has a beneficial message for the audience. It should therefore not be 

described as an outright lie. A lie is usually made for personal gain but a pious fraud story is made 

to edify the audience. Yet, the audience that hears a pious fraud story usually does not distinguish 

between the meaning and historical facts. In fact many people seem to believe that a story only 

can be meaningful if it has actually happened in history, recent or a long time ago,” Hulsman says.  

Pious fraud stories often involve miracles and are therefore extremely effective, especially with 

fundamentalist believers across all religions, who believe that these stories must have literally 

happened in history in order to have meaning. 

Pious fraud is insufficiently documented but a previous case was reported by Arab West Report 

(see Nikolas Grosfield in Arab-West Report, December 31, 2006). 

Meinardus, Hulsman explains, created a pious fraud story himself in a sermon in a church in the 

USA in the 1950s and later included the story in his book Monks and Monasteries of the Egyptian 

Deserts (American University in Cairo Press, 1961). “He made up the story of Coptic saint Bishoy, 

who was said to have had a dream that Jesus would appear on a near-by mountaintop in the 

desert. He told his fellow monks who all rushed to the top. On the road to the top was an old man 

who asked each of the running monks to carry him to the top so that he too could meet Jesus. 

Yet, no one had time to carry him since they were so eager to get to the top as fast as possible. 

Yet, Bishoy agreed to carry the old man. Upon doing so, he discovered that he was carrying 

Jesus himself.”  

Therefore, Hulsman says, “the late Meinardus used well-known elements from pre-existing 

stories: Firstly, St. Bishoy is a well-known 4th century Coptic Orthodox saint to whom a tradition 

is attributed that he washed the feet of visitors coming to the desert community of monks he led 

out of humility, just as Jesus washed the feet of his disciples before he was crucified. St. Bishoy 

was said to have dreams of Jesus, so Meinardus included the dream motif in the story. It is 
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common belief among Christians in Egypt that God can reveal himself in a dream to a faithful 

person.  Finally, he included the aspect of “what you do to your neighbour you are doing to 

Jesus,” known from the Gospel of Matthew (25: 44-45). Thus, what Bishoy was doing for the old 

man was in fact doing something for Jesus.  

The greatest ideal for conservative Christians, as Copts are, is to live as Jesus. As such, Jesus’ 

words are taken as clear instructions on how to live. Also, other texts in the Bible are seen as the 

word of God and thus should be applied. The apostle James, brother of Jesus, refers to the Old 

Testament book of Proverbs that states: “God opposes the proud but shows favour to the 

humble.” (James 4: 6 and Proverbs 3:34). Washing feet and carrying an old man are signs of 

humility. Demonstrating that St. Bishoy did so elevates his sainthood and provides an example for 

believers on how to live. 

Additionally, Hulsman pointed out how Meinardus included elements of the story of St. 

Christophorus carrying the child Jesus. Thus the story of St. Bishoy carrying Jesus was packed 

with elements that believers would recognize and appreciate.” 

“The moral of the story can be summed up as the following: do not rush to see Jesus, but rather 

be good to your neighbour because that is the way to serve Jesus.”  

The story, according to Hulsman, has become widely accepted among Copts and is generally 

believed to be based on Coptic tradition, although it was created by a Western scholar. “Because 

the story was credible to the Copts, it was retold numerous times and is now canonical. Coptic 

artist Isaaq Fanous painted icons of the story in the historical main church in the monastery of St. 

Bishoy and everyone knows the story and believes it actually took place in history and is part of 

official church tradition.” Hulsman believes Meinardus might have created the story as an 

experiment and remembers a private dinner with Meinardus and Coptic Orthodox bishop Marcos 

of Shubra al-Khayma, in which the bishop asked Meinardus about the origin of the story since he 

and monks in the monastery had not been able to trace this story in the historical literature 

documenting Coptic tradition. Meinardus simply responded he had a “dream” himself without 

elaborating. “It was obvious Meinardus made up the story,” said Hulsman, who, apart from the 

bishop, was the only witness of the conversation. 

By now, however, the story is recognized as “truth”: the cycle of its reproduction has made it true 

in its own way. “By mixing a series of well-known motifs, the new story was rapidly accepted as 

official church tradition. The motivation is pious, encouraging believers to help their neighbours, 

and yet the story is a fraud,” Hulsman says, “and now it is all over Egypt.”  

 



 

Hulsman also reflects on a lecture he gave on October 19 at the Korean Christian Center in Cairo, 

in which he spoke about the concept of “pious fraud,” and mentioned the above example from 

Meinardus. Hulsman was asked by one of the attendees if he believed the story of the moving of 

the Muqattam mountains was factual true. The mountains were believed to have moved during 

the papacy of Pope Abraham (975-978 AD) and Fatimid Caliph Al-Aziz Billah (975-996 AD). It was 

common during that time to have religious debates between Muslims, Jews and Christians. The 

story goes that a Jew told the Caliph that Christians believe that Jesus taught to have more faith. 

“Truly I tell you, if you have faith as small as a mustard seed, you can say to this mountain, ‘Move 

from here to there,’ and it will move. Nothing will be impossible for you” (Matthew 17:20). 

The Caliph wanted to see this with his own eyes, promising punishment if he did not witness this. 

Pope Abraham, a saint in the Coptic Orthodox Church, called for a three-day period of prayer and 

fasting for the entire Coptic community. On the third day, he prayed and behind him stood 

Samaan, a simple but very pious shoemaker who had once seen the leg of a beautiful woman and 

following this plucked out one of his eyes because Jesus had said “You have heard that it was 

said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has 

already committed adultery with her in his heart.  If your right eye causes you to stumble, gouge it 

out and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body 

to be thrown into hell.  And if your right hand causes you to stumble, cut it off and throw it away. It 

is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to go into hell” (Matthew 

5:27). 

Hulsman explained that the themes of the story are very clear and are underlined by the words of 

Jesus himself, but there is no evidence that the mountains moved. There is no contemporary 

reporting which one would expect to follow an event of this magnitude. Neither is there any 

archaeological evidence. The attendee responded that, despite the lack of contemporary 

evidence, he believes the story. “Well," says Hulsman, “that ends all discussion. One either tries 

to understand stories for their purpose and tries to place them in context or adopts blind faith in 

the face of these stories’ historicity.”  Do Meinardus’ pious purposes justify the act of fraud? 

Hulsman disagrees. “After I discovered this example of pious fraud, I told US travel writer Paul 

Perry about it and he interviewed Meinardus and included this in his book Jesus in Egypt (2003).  

So, did Meinardus create the story on purpose to demonstrate God’s glory, as an experiment to 

produce proof of how easy it is to make miracle stories canonical, or was this process altogether 

unintentional? The reasons why Meinardus created pious fraud will forever remain a secret, 
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unknown to the world, not unlike most of the religious stories taken to the graves of saints, 

prophets, priests, and preachers. 

The interview was recorded on October 18, 2017, in the presence of Jasper A. Kiepe. Although 

the author’s interview with Cornelis Hulsman regarding Dr. Otto Meinardus is indeed his own work, 

all subsequent bible quotes and references to Christian theology were provided by Mr. Hulsman 

himself, and were included in this piece at his own personal request. The views expressed in the 

interview are the people’s own and do not necessarily reflect the opinion of the author or 

Arab-West Report’s editorial policy. 

 


