
 

The Struggle Within: Problems with Pious Fraud in Christian Communities in Egypt 
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Arab-West Report talked to an Egyptian pastor about the situation of Christian Communities in 

Egypt. Our interview partner, who prefers not to be mentioned by name, is an Egyptian who has 

been living for several years abroad and returned to Egypt to work for the benefit of the Christian 

community in his home country. The pastor is very critical of how both Western Christians and 

some Egyptian Christians have reported about the position of Christians in Egypt. In order to 

avoid the repercussions of issuing such critical accusations regarding media coverage on 

Egyptian Christians, the pastor preferred to remain anonymous.  

Issues pertaining to the status of Egyptian Christians have been discussed at length in European 

media outlets, especially within the context of recent attacks against the country’s Coptic 

community. When asked about the general situation of Christians in Egypt, the Egyptian pastor 

tells us: “the advertisements show in which direction a country is moving,” referring to the way the 

Egyptian population is portrayed in public. “After the revolution all the advertisements at Tahrir 

Square had veiled women on them. But, after the new government took power, things have 

become more liberal.” 

He also says that, ever since Egyptian Army General al-Sisi was elected president in 2014, the 

situation for the Christian minority has been improving, as the government has been trying its best 

to ban radical Islamist propaganda from the public: “Tahrir Square has changed and this says 

something about Egypt.” 

When asked about whether or not he fears the continued presence of underground anti-Christian 

propaganda, the pastor noted that he’d rather believe such hateful sentiments no longer exist in 

Egypt, as it is less politicized in public. In fact, public anti-Christian proclamations appear to be 

socially condemned, especially given the recent wave of anti-Islamist propaganda, which has 

swept the country since President Morsi’s 2013 deposal. That said, Egypt’s Christian churches 

still face a lot of internal challenges nowadays. The pastor criticizes that Christian churches in 

Egypt are not working together, rather each for their own benefit, saying that there are many 

conflicts of interests between the different Christian denominations. 

In Egypt, there are many different Christian denominations including Coptic Orthodox, Catholic, 

Protestant and other smaller denominations. The Coptic Orthodox Church of Alexandria is the 
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most prominent institution, with the membership of an estimated 92 percent of Egyptian 

Christians. 

One of the biggest problems for Christians in Egypt is Western missionaries, according the 

Egyptian pastor. “A lot of missionaries are spoilt. They choose to work in Egypt because they like 

the weather or the lifestyle, and not because of professional reasons.”  

He says that Western missionaries have a problem with fully understanding Arab culture and 

adapting to it: “Here, people are friendly and like to take tea with each other and chat. But 

missionaries believe if somebody is taking tea with them and chatting about faith, [then that]is a 

professional success, even though it is just a matter of Arab customs.” Also, he criticizes that 

most missionaries come for a short period of time and lack the sufficient language skills.  

Furthermore, the pastor criticizes the high cost of foreign missionaries for Christian churches and 

organisations in their home countries, claiming that one missionary could be paid a European 

salary including special perks, which could sustain the salary of “ten Egyptian church workers, 

who can have a much greater impact on the Egyptian community.” 

The pastor beliefs it is important to falsify made up miracles, also known as “pious fraud.” Over 

ten years ago, Arab-West Report provided an example of a Brazilian Christian missionary who had 

distributed an email with a story about the miraculous resurrection of a buried child (see Nikolas 

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

“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,” adds Cornelis Hulsman, reflecting on another story of a pious fraud 

created by scholar and Maadi Community Church pastor Otto Meinardus. Meinardus, Hulsman 

explains, created pious fraud himself during a sermon in the 1950s. “He made up the story of 

Coptic saint Bishoy being the only one out of several monks to carry an old man to a 

mountain-top appearance of Jesus, later discovering he was carrying Jesus himself,” says 

Hulsman, adding that “the late Meinardus used well-known elements from pre-existing stories of 

St. Bishoy as well elements of the tale of St. Christophorus,” obviously to make the story more 

credible. (see Jasper A. Kiepe in Arab-West Report). 

This story has, according to Hulsman, become widely accepted among the Copts and is widely 

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

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pious_fraud
http://www.arabwestreport.info/en/year-2006/6-rumors-and-miracles-discernment-and-belief
http://www.arabwestreport.info/en/year-2006/6-rumors-and-miracles-discernment-and-belief
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1fLbg0TlJ0HCekmeFLfq3Ajd8ZQU7Mmk5ek3ogjWsvZM/edit?usp=sharing


 

The pastor agrees pious fraud happens a lot and that revealing the fraudulent nature of some 

stories is generally unappreciated in Egypt. Many stories are made up, according to the pastor, 

given that many Western missionaries feel obligated to produce suitable PR content for donors in 

their home countries: “The pressure placed by foreign donors explains why missionaries feel like 

they must portray themselves as high-achievers,” The pastor says.  

He also reports of missionaries who mainly do office and administrative work, but visit, for 

example, slum neighbourhoods once a month  to take pictures of themselves engaging with 

Egypt’s poorest, most vulnerable communities. With this, they seek to produce “enticing” social 

media content for donors back home to show them that “some real work is being done with their 

money,” so they keep on donating. 

The misallocation of funds towards administrative or PR-related costs (as well as the salaries of 

expat employees) remains an issue with some major international non-governmental organizations 

(some of which are funded by the United Nations), as reported by the Guardian in 2016.  

Ultimately, the pastor is optimistic about the future of Christians in Egypt, especially considering 

the political changes implemented by President al-Sisi. Nevertheless, he regrets the widespread 

practice of misreporting, which plagues both local and foreign coverage of Egyptian Christian 

affairs. 

About the interview: The interview took place Sunday evening October 8, 2017, in the presence of 

Jasper A. Kiepe and Cornelis Hulsman. The interview was recorded. The report as placed in 

Arab-West Report was first seen by the pastor. 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. 
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