
Summary 

 

Dr. Tarek al-Gawhary, MA Azhar University, PhD Princeton University, advisor to Sheikh Dr. 

Ali Goma’a. explained the thought process in Islamic Law and how a Muslim jurist can think 

about the concept of inclusive citizenship in a historical context. The basis is in the Constitution 

of Medina or the Charter of Medina. The Qur’an celebrates the concept of diversity. In particular 

with this speaker the question and answer section was important. Dr. Tarek stated that people in 

the Office for Religious Freedom in the State Department have no legitimacy to speak about 

religious freedom in other countries because they do not take the specific context of Egypt or 

other countries into consideration. Egypt is not an ideal country but the way Egypt has been 

portrayed is unjust. There is a strong Salafi-Wahabi influence on the streets of Egypt. Christian 

migration from Egypt is a disaster for the country. Education is of key importance. Dr. Tarek 

explained the historical context of apostasy and said “If you want to leave Islam leave, if you 

want to believe believe and if you do not want to believe, don’t believe.” Western scholars give 

attention to the so-called covenant of Umar that dates to the 9th century and is very oppressive for 

Christians. Dr. Tarek calls this covenant “apocryphal” with a weak transmission chain and 

therefore not a reliable source. It is true that there is an internal debate in Islam about this 

apocryphal document but it is not referenced in the circles of Dr. Tarek al-Gawhary. 
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Islamic Roots for Inclusive Citizenship 

 

Introduction Matthew Anderson 

We are delighted to have Dr. Tareq al-Gawhary with us. Dr. Al-Gawhary has a multifaceted 

education, obtained his PhD at Princeton University, studied a full Islamic studies curriculum at 

Al-Azhar University in Egypt and worked with former Mufti Dr. Ali Gomaa in Dar al-Iftah. He 

thus brings a wealth of experience to all topics covered in this webinar. Thanks so much for 

joining us. 

 

 بسم هللا الرحمان الرحيم الحمد هلل والصالة والسالم على سيدنا رسول هللا وعلى آله وصحبه ومن  

 وااله،

Thank you Dr. Anderson and for all the organizers for putting this Webinar together and 

for extending the kind invitation. 

 

Anything that is related to Egypt is important to me, it is close to my heart, so I’m always 

there for Egypt and even though I’m far away right now and specifically this is an important 

topic that concerns Citizenship, Inclusive Citizenship. You come to consider minorities rights in 

Muslim majority countries, especially Egypt. This is a very important topic so what I will do is to 

give you a 20-25 minutes presentation. I will be working you through the thought process of the 

Sharia or Islamic Law to walk you through how a [Muslim] Jurist can think about this concept of 



citizenship in a historical context. That is my contribution to understanding today and you know 

Insha’Allah we can discuss it. 

 

One of the most important documents and in every source that we have from early Islamic 

history that in form and understanding is that of citizenship in what we call the Constitution of 

Medina or the Charter of Medina. Of course, these words Constitution, State, Citizenship, Nation, 

these are all modern terms. Even for the Christian West these are modern terms. So, you know I 

used them with a grain of salt because now we are looking in the past so you will understand what 

it is. 

 

In Arabic it is called Sahifatou’l-Madina [Ṣahīfa al-Madīna] (The document of Medina), 

and the word “Ṣahīfa” was also used in early Islamic generations, in the early collections of 

Hadith. Some of the companions were having Ṣahīfa, were having a document of a statement of 

the Prophet, Peace Be Upon Him. 

 

When the Prophet, Peace Be Upon Him, went to Medina, during the migration from Mecca 

to Medina, He found Himself in a very peculiar situation. Earlier he was accepted by a minority 

Muslim population in Médina, so there was a minority Muslim population from the Aws and 

Khazraj tribes, which were a regional Medina’s Arabs, but the majority of the Medina inhabitants 

were not Muslim. They were pagan. And there was a sizable Jewish minority population. In our 

history books it is said there were 19 to 20 Jewish tribes at the time of the arrival of the Prophet,  

Peace Be Upon Him, in Medina. 

 

The Prophet is fleeing from persecution in Mekka, arriving in Medina, welcomed by all of 

Medina as the new political leader. This was a weird situation in which a minority is now going to 

be politically in charge of the majority. One of the first things that the Prophet did, Peace Be Upon 

Him, is creating this document: Ṣahīfa al-Madīna and he outlined what allegiance to this new 

political unity entails. 

 

The word that the Prophet used was Ummatoun min Dūn an-Nās. This is: we are now a 

nation or a people from among all of the other people. And I will come back to this word that is 

important. I need enumerating four essential components that give us the scene of how Islamic 

Law or Islamic thought came to serve as a source of citizenship. 

 

The first thing is that he indicated a clear source of law. He said to the Jews: You are free 

to adjudicate your issues amongst yourselves. Meaning we [Muslims] acknowledge you have your 

own legal system and you can adjudicate those cases amongst yourselves. But if there is a conflict 

amongst yourself then you will refer to God and the Prophet will be your judge  ولهفمرده إلى هللا ورس  . 

This means that the Prophet, Peace Be Upon Him, and the legal system that he will establish will 

become the source of law. So here I identify how the legal structures work. 

 

The second point is that he defined the borders. So, when we talk about Medina, a lot of 

Muslims think Medina is just a city but it was not a city because many of the Jewish tribes lived 



outside the city or what we call today Down Town Medina. They had to travel to all these other 

places, so all those areas combined, all of those tribes, including the outlined Jewish tribes, all of 

those and the boundaries defined, defined this unit of land inside these borders. This is what we 

are talking about and this is distinct from the lands that are outside these borders. 

 

So, the borders are defined, Number three is free movement inside these borders. So you 

are, we will say you are as citizens free to move within the land of which you are a citizen off or 

the land you have your allegiance to. 

 

Last and most importantly, is the importance of common defense of the homeland. Of 

course, at that time there was no standing army. There was no professional army. So, any time 

there is an attack, you have to self-fund the defense of the homeland. Because we are a political 

body, a political unit, we all have to get together to defend our homeland, so if any one tribe is 

attacked, we are all attacked. 

 

This document, in our science of documentation, the science of tawthīq is considered to be 

a sound narration. Something that you know is soundly established. And therefore, we rely on it. 

It is thus not an apocryphal or dubious event that happened in the very early Islamic century, it is 

something that is accepted, and all the main collections of Hadith testify of this, and we have the 

texts of the charter and so on. 

 

There are other smaller seeds in Islamic thought that gives us an indication of how we 

come to talk about the concept of citizenship. This is the idea of al-jiwār. It was a pre-Islamic 

practice. If you would come or I would invite you to my tribe, those in my tribe would ask: Who 

is this guy? And you would answer he is in my jiwār, he is in my association, he is in my protection, 

therefore he is free to enter, he is free to live with us, and this is the understanding of the visa. The 

idea of al- jiwār is that any citizen or any member of the body politic has the right to bring in any 

outsider or foreigner in his protection and thus that protection is incumbent upon all of us. This is 

a pre-Islamic practice, that al-Sharia affirms and thus it is something accepted in the Islamic Law. 

That is an important legal tool. 

 

The idea of Nassab or lineage is also important. Why can can I say I am Egyptian? Why 

in the pre-Islamic history can somebody become Mekkan [inhabitant of Mekka] or someone else 

become Madani [inhabitant of Medina]? Or somebody from Yemen, or somebody from Bahrain 

or Oman? How is that lineage linked to this physical location established? Or the Copts of Egypt? 

The Prophet, Peace Be Upon Him, said “treat the Copts of Egypt well”:  اط مصر خيرااستوصوا بأقب  . 

Because between us is a lineage, meaning that he is the descendant of Ismāʿīl and Ismāʿīl’s mother 

is al-Sayyida Hagar [Hājar], upon her be peace, and of course al-Sayyida Hājar was an Egyptian. 

 

So, for a Muslim in the early generations, what was the definition of the Copts of Egypt? 

The idea is about lineage, how that was established. How long do you have to stay in a place until 

you are able to take this place as part of your identification? 

 



Another important concept is the difference between desert life, nomadic life or al-

bādiya)البادية( and city life (الحضر).1 

 

There are several conditions or several acts of Islamic worship and practice that take place 

in the city, that don’t take place in al-bādiya, like Friday prayer. Friday prayer is an obligation to 

the city people, for men who are not travelling away from the city. But if you live in al-bādiya, if 

you live a nomadic life, it is not obligatory. Be careful with that distinction between locations if 

you also bring the question of what is the definition of city and what is the definition of al-bādiya.  

 

This is the raw material and background to the question to define what inclusive citizenship 

is today and specifically what is meant with this in Egypt. I don’t want to give you a historical 

overview of course. That is beyond the scope of this presentation. Throughout Islamic history, if 

we can be so bold and cast these large statements, one important thing that we need to keep in 

mind is that faith, up until the modern world, and that in itself needs to be defined, faith was one 

of the identifiers for people, not just for Muslims only. You were in Medieval times not just a 

European or French, you were Christian. It was the Christian West or Christian Europe, and it was 

the Muslim World. That is really important, because for most of Islam’s history that was the case. 

One of the problems that we have today, is that there is a distinction between the two. Because I 

can be French and Buddhist, and I can be Egyptian and Copt or Jewish. For centuries these two 

have been linked side by side, and if we want to understand any of the legal discussions in classical 

Islamic Law about the life of minorities, in the emails [prior to this webinar] there were questions 

about churches and the life of Sayyidunā  ʿUmar ,رضي هللا عنه… You cannot understand this unless 

you understand that faith, for the longest time of history, was linked, intrinsically, with national 

identity. So a church, a temple, a mosque were not a simply a house of worship as we understand 

it today. These were centers of thought. It is also where armies and societies were organized, it 

had the power. It was a place were latent worldly power was associated with that place of worship. 

 

It is not like today, you go to a church and you only come to worship, talk about common 

issues and thanksgiving God. You come to the mosque and you do the same thing. We are now 

not organizing armies in the mosque. That is now in the Department of Defense, the Ministry. Life 

has changed. So to be able to understand this context of those rules, it is important to remember 

that during most of Islamic history, whether this is in the West, largely dealing with Jews and 

Christians, and in the East, largely dealing with the mechanisms of several religions like 

Manichaeism, Mazdism, Zoroastrianism, Hinduism, Buddhism and to a smaller extent 

Confucianism and Taoism in the Western part of China where Islam spread in the early 4th century 

AH. Of course, other religions were found in India along with other minor religions. And Muslims 

were encountering all of that. Those allegiances were tied to the physical idea. 

 

Islam’s dealing with citizenship, to use the modern word, was to afford people a certain 

space in which they can practice their faith. And for us this is under the rubrique of Ahl al-kitāb, 

the people of the book. The common misconception is that ‘the people of the book’ is a reference 

 
1 al-bādiya is the country life as opposed to the city life or inhabited area. Al-bādiya  refers to the places outside the 

towns and countryside where nomadic people live. 



to the Jews and the Christians but that is not what it means at all. It means a pre-Islamic organized 

religion that has a way of life or a system of life. When Muslims encountered the Dharmic [Indian] 

faith in the East they dealt with the Dharmic faith as they dealt with the people of textbooks, the 

Jews and the Christians. There were no other religions in the Arabian Peninsula other than Judaism 

and Christianity. So, in the revelation of the Qur’an and the pronunciations of the Prophet, Peace 

be Upon Him, the reference of Ahl al-kitāb would be specifically for Jews and Christians but the 

application in real life is well beyond that. Islam acknowledges all previous religions, prophets 

and revealed books, even if they are not mentioned in the Qur‘an and Hadith literature. We believe 

that only a fraction of the prophets were mentioned in the Qur’an, mostly the Hebrew and Judaic 

prophets but we acknowledge Buddhist, Confucianist and others, religious leaders and most likely 

the founders of revealed faiths (16.50). 

 

The most common example, which shows Islam’s recent, and I use this word relatively, 

dealings with religious minorities in which the concept of inclusive citizenship is unpacked, can 

be seen in the legal system in the Ottoman Empire and the Millet system. This is important for our 

discussion for several reasons. 

 

Number one: Muslim Arab majority countries in which the modern conversation about the 

rights of Christians has evolved. Most of them and not all of them were at one point in time directly 

or indirectly related to the Ottoman Empire. So, whether you are talking about Egypt, Iraq, parts 

of the Arabian Peninsula, all these places were in the domain of the Ottoman Empire. 

The legal systems, and this is the second point, were and are in extension of the Ottoman laws, 

that came to regulate these types of issues, whether they were transaction laws, whether they 

were laws of personal status or religious minority laws, all these where in place in Egypt before 

the Revolution of the 1950s. From where did Egypt get its concept of Jewish courts and Coptic 

courts, this is a direct descendant of the legal system of the Ottoman Empire, the Millet system. 

If I am not mistaken, in Palestine, the Palestinian authority uses Ottoman personal status law to 

adjudicate its laws of personal status and I think they still use the Ottoman Majalla [مجلة] or code 

in transaction laws.2 The whole study of codification was a large part of my work at Princeton 

related to codification of Personal Status laws in Egypt. 

 

The Ottoman Millet system is important because, fortunately or unfortunately, we still have 

remnants of that system. For example, people keep saying: “Oh, why am I Egyptian and I still have 

to have say I am Muslim or Christian, I want to be Bahā’ī?”. The reason is that we have adopted 

that Ottoman system in which we had only three Abrahamic categories. You were either Muslim, 

Coptic or Jewish. A lot of people used this to poke at the Egyptian Government and say that is not 

fair. Actually, this is not true. We are still living under the shadow of the Ottoman bureaucratic 

system. That Millet system would be important. 

 

 
 is a legal term, it means the Code. The Code is like a book, in which the Legislator (the Assembly of People) مجلة 2

gathered all legal texts related to one topic. It is updated anytime the legislator modifies one of these laws. 

 



Now, citizenship. It is also important for us to remember, as I said in the beginning, that 

citizenship, the modern nation state, all of this is new. And it emerged largely, not exclusively, as 

a result of the French Revolution. And really this idea of the nation state, this idea of citizenship, 

just to be blunt, it emerged because there was a problem in Europe. There was a problem that 

people were persecuted, the feudal system was, to put it lightly, not a good thing for the vast 

majority of people.  I am sure for people on the other side it was a good thing but for the vast 

majority of people it was not. 

 

This idea, this enlightenment idea, the engine moving with Francis Bacon and other 

enlightenment thinkers, what is referred to now as enlightenment thinkers, this is really a 

revolution against a system that has oppressed so many people. It is important to remember that, 

because that is not the problem the Muslim world experienced. We have our own problems, and 

we continue to have. But that was not one of them. Because we have a system, whether people like 

it or not, who likes any political system? We always complain about our political plight but the 

Muslim world, for the large part, had this concept of co-existence. The Qur’an calls for 

coexistence, the Qur’an calls for common ground and the Qur’an acknowledges that there are 

people of other faiths, people of other places and other races. The Qur’an celebrates the concept 

of diversity, the Qur’an has the concept of the People of the Book, the Qur’an says :   لكم دينكم ولي

       [Surah Al-Kāfirūn 109:06: To you is your religion, and to me is my religion] ديني.

 

So, we have all of these pieces of the primary sources can be used to help us to live together 

and to co-exist. Minorities will always complain, wherever they are. Minorities will always 

complain, the majority will always defend. That is all part of human nature. But, we need to see 

this problem of these feudal states because we had no clerical class, no ecclesiastical class, the 

types of monarchies we had were very different from the types of monarchies in Europe. The type 

slavery we had was very different from the slavery in Europe and in Northern America. 

 

It is important that we remember that this came out to solve this problem, and because of 

the balance of power started to shift at the same time with the Industrial Revolution. Now, Europe 

became a military, financial and industrial strength, and this is what was exported to the Muslim 

World. Now Muslims need to think about what happened. The Napoleontic code was translated in 

the early 18hundreds into Arabic. It was not like the Muslims were sleeping and suddenly they 

woke up. The code of Napoleon itself was translated into Arabic and was printed in the Boulaq 

press.  

 

Azhari scholars like Rifa’a al-Tahtawi being the most famous of them introduced the 

French Code and the French Constitution and commented on them. So, Muslims jurists looked at 

the idea of citizenship and initiated a move for the codification in Egypt, and a polite delinking of 

Egypt from the Ottoman Empire. When jurists and Muslims thinkers came to the concept of al-

Muwāṭana [ المواطنة ] (nationalism), they saw this as fait accompli. They said we have that. It is 

totally reconcilable and acceptable within our system [23.30]. 

 



From here emerges in the late 18-hundreds to the early 19-hundreds the first Egyptian 

Constitution and the emergence of the idea of Egyptian citizenship. And now I will be more 

specific to talk about Egypt. Here there is an issue that we must remember and always inject into 

the conversation which I said in the beginning when I talked about modern citizenship. That is the 

direct association of faith and country or faith and homeland. So now there is an identifier above 

faith. And that identifier is citizenship. Modern jurists who are astute and honest with our traditions 

say this is exactly what the Prophet did in Medina, because the Prophet said the Muslims of Mekka 

that have emigrated, the Muslims of Medina they have converted the Jews of Medina and even 

some of pagan tribes, all of us are now in a one nation amongst everybody else. So, he gave another 

method of identity beyond the identity of faith. So, I am an Egyptian and then I am a Muslim 

Egyptian or I am an Egyptian and then I am a Coptic Egyptian or I am an Egyptian and then I am 

a Jewish Egyptian. 

 

At the same time, there will differences in Muslim majority countries, the application of 

this idea, just as in the European nations and in North America or the English speaking world, 

because faith, in a majority Muslim context, there are still obligations that we have to identify 

certain aspects, like that the Sharia of Islam is the primary or one of the sources of Islamic Law. 

And this is where people get upset, because a lot of people say we like everything you have said 

up until this point but we have to get rid of this Sharia stuff and that is where we say ‘no’, we have 

no problem of having them coexist, and as a matter of fact, it is us insisting for the Muslim majority 

culture that we have the right to insist that the Sharia is one of the main sources of law. Inside our 

Sharia, it allows for the protection, preservation, even for adjudicating cases of religious minorities 

according to their religious legal systems. 

 

And this is one of the main problems that the West does not get. I have concluded that they 

will not get it because the French Revolution and the Enlightenment thoughts, as great as the ideas 

that came with it, it was fundamentally also the idea of the rejection of religion itself, and this is a 

larger topic of this all together. But Francis Bacon, his treatise on learning and the French 

encyclopedists that came after him, they literally put religion to the side. No religion, that belongs 

to myths, to dreams that are not tangible, not rational stuff, and because of that for centuries, the 

Western world, and I am a Westerner too, I lived my whole life in the West, my formal schooling 

is in the West, all my thoughts come from the West, there is this Western mindset that religion is 

something weird, strange, weak, unattainable, irrational, and because of that, it is almost 

impossible for a true Westerner today to understand why can you say that we have inclusive 

citizenship, but at the same time, you identify as a Muslim majority country. They ask why we 

can’t get the Muslim thing out of this and ask why we cannot become a modern secular nation and 

I think this is the launching point where the real work and explanations need to happen because, 

we believe they can co-exist. This is important.  

 

Anyway, I will end my remarks here. I am looking for questions and I will appreciate the 

opportunity to speak with others and share some of their ideas (28.00). 

 

Question and Answers 



 

Matthew Anderson: Thank you for your sweeping essay. I start this off with a question. Tareq, you 

know well as a person living outside Washington and who has spent considerable time in Egypt 

the political significance of this topic of inclusive citizenship for Christians in Egypt, the different 

evaluations of that situation for Christians. Some say Egypt is not living up to any standard of 

inclusive citizenship, it is failing in some kind of way for its minority populations. How do you 

typically respond to those questions (30.15).  

 

Tareq el-Gawhary: Well I am a little immune now to American criticism of Egypt. I have 

come to the conclusion that they do not mean anything. Look what is happening to America, people 

in the State Department or people in the Office for Religious Freedom in the State Department, 

these people have no legitimacy whatsoever to come and speak about religious freedom in other 

countries because the problem with the American view, which is very different from the European 

view, is that the American view is very narrow. If you don’t do exactly what we think or say you 

should do right now then you are doing a bad job. In real politics that does not work. Are there 

problems in Egypt? Of course. Egypt is not paradise. But there are things that are very good and 

that work. From where did I get all this information that I shared with you? I learned this in Egypt 

and at al-Azhar. I learned this is my religious obligation before it is my civic obligation to ensure 

the rights and to protect the rights of Christians in Egypt or any denomination. That is like one on 

one that we learn. If I learn that there than I think something is working. And there are things that 

are not working. I understand. There are villages, Assiut and other places where there are problems. 

I think education has a lot to do with it. There are a lot of Egyptian Muslims that harbor xenophobic 

ideas and concepts about Christians. A lot of this has to do with the Salafi-Wahabi influence on 

the street and the need to improve that. I think the measuring stick the West uses needs to be 

updated. The problem you have to come on the inside and see and go around, what are the actual 

mechanics of the problems and start to offer solutions rather than these broad statements, oh it is 

failing, it is bad. I do want to say that the failure of Muslim majority countries to protect its 

Christian minorities is a failure of Islam. It is one of the greatest crises we have. If the mass exodus 

of Arab Christians or Christians in Muslim majority countries continues this will be a failure of 

modern Islam. Then we have failed. That is our responsibility to fix because we have an obligation 

from the Prophet, from our Revelation that precedes the civic national obligation. These are 

Christian communities that have existed since the time of Christ. Which is before the time of the 

Prophet, Peace Be Upon Him, they thrived and lived, I say they thrived and a lot of Christians may 

disagree with that, and they continue to exist and we have an obligation to make them continue to 

exist. So we come to talk about our meta-principles, muqaseb al-Sharia, and one of the meta 

principles of Islamic legal system is the preservation of religion. Many Muslims think that this 

means the preservation of Islam but this is not what it means. It means the preservation of the right 

for people to worship as they see fit. La iqraha fi din, there is no compulsion in religion. This is 

from the Qur’anic text itself. I think a lot of problems can be solved with education. There are a 

lot of good groups in Egypt. I spent a week with bishop Mouneer and Sheikh Ali in the States 

when they travelled together. We had a good time. The sheikh always advises me to reach out and 

seek good relations with the Anglican Church and the Archbishop of Canterbury. We are doing 

what we can but religious scholars are also limited in the type of influence.   



 

Matthew Anderson: This is very interesting and helpful. We recognize there are different 

perspectives on this question. This is what we try to do at the Center for Arab-West Understanding, 

to get people together to talk through these questions and to push for further accuracy in the way 

we think and talk about these things. 

  

Jeremy Barker, Senior Program Officer and Director of the Middle East Action Team for 

the Religious Freedom Institute, is here. He has a question. 

 

Jeremy Barker: Thank you Matthew and Tareq. I appreciate a number of the criticism. I 

want to look primarily at the legal or policy reforms. You got to this in your last comment. 

Something we have been looking at is the importance of building societal toleration. The 

experience of living together between communities, not so much the interaction on the legal or the 

elite level but on the interaction on the scholarly level or on a more person to person level. What 

are some of the opportunities that you see for further investment in those types of exchanges, if 

you talk with NGOs and others from the West that are working in Egypt. Where do you think they 

should invest time and resources? 

 

Tareq al-Gawhary: I think there is always an argument to be made for the power of 

collaborative work. I think the older generation failed. I am of that generation. We should focus 

on the younger generation, Muslims and Copts to care about a common problem together. We are 

going to clean up this part of the neighborhood, or of the Nile or of the Delta or distribute medicines 

to the needed or build homes and they do this together. If you put two Egyptians together, the 

hardest core Copt, or Anglican and hard-core Sunni, 98% will be the same, their manners, the way 

they eat and joke and live. Even though I am Egyptian I am also an outsider and I see such a 

homogeneous society. Last time I was there, Matthew was also there and Bishop Mouneer. It was 

a summer program. I remember driving into the Cathedral’s compound. My son was also there, a 

teenager. People stared at me and wondered what is this guy doing? [Editor: Dr. Tareq al-Gawhary 

came in his traditional Islamic attire] I walked into the office and there was this fear. That is the 

problem? We are like living in silos. We are not working together, nor talking together. 

Collaborative work always works, but collaborative work away from politics and away from 

religion. Lets care for Egypt together because this is our homeland. I think citizenship at its core 

is the love of your home and the care of your neighbor and the willingness to put your life on the 

line to safe and protect your neighbor, regardless of faith, creed or race or all of that stuff. If you 

don’t inject that love you are not going to be a true citizen, you are not going to defend your 

homeland. There are many enemies. The enemies of today are not the enemies of yesteryear, the 

barbarians on the gate. We have social media issues, we have a public health crisis, that is the 

enemy. These things that are stressing our society in Egypt must be alleviated by the common care 

that each individual Egyptian has for the love of Egypt. That only works as we start working 

together. I remember when I was young, my Mam and my grand-Mam, she rests in peace, we had 

Christian friends. I remember going to their house to congratulate them for Christmas. I remember 

that. That was Egypt. There was no problem with that. We were Muslim. I never felt this was an 

issue. We were happy to celebrate with them their holiday and they would congratulate us on our 



holiday. Many older people and people of my generation remember that. That is what we want to 

get back to and it is collaborative work that will get us there (39.32). 

 

Matthew Anderson: Thank you. I see we have a question from Mr. Mohsen Farahat Abdel Mogny. 

 

Mohsen Farahat Abdel Mogny: Thank you Dr. Tareq for you very valuable contribution. I have 

two points. We have al-Medina model which is, as you mentioned, very rich and comprehensive 

in citizenship, coexistence and harmony. The other model which is worth mentioning, which you 

did not have time to mention, is al-Andalusia in Spain which was under Muslim rule for eight 

centuries. Of course it was not completely angelic but Christians, Muslims and Jews coexisted 

together under Muslim rule. The majority under Muslim rule were not Muslim, yet they had 

synagogues, churches and mosques. Ibn Maimoun who is I think regarded by many Jews as the 

second most important person after Prophet Moses, Peace be Upon Him, was influenced greatly 

by Muslim religious scholar thinking. He made a great contribution to reforming Judaism and 

purifying it from many superstitions. He was greatly influenced by Ibn Rushd (Averroes). In my 

view the problem of the Christians in Egypt is not religious discrimination. It is lack of democracy. 

Lack of democracy. There are different categories of persecution or discrimination in Egypt. The 

most discriminated group in Egypt are the Islamists. I am not talking about agreeing or disagreeing 

with them. This is the objective reality. That is number one. Number two are the poor. They are 

suffering and their numbers are huge in Egypt. They are living miserably and this includes 

Christians and Muslims. The third category are the marginal ethnic groups such as the Nubians, 

the oasis people in the West and in Sinai. The fourth category are the Christians. In my opinion 

this is the result of economic pressures and lack of democracy. With democracy you can solve the 

problems of everyone and you can encourage society to common action and working together as 

Dr. Tareq mentioned. In my opinion a lot of attention must be paid to the south of Egypt in terms 

of socio-economic development. In building a new church make it a rational plan in terms of 

walking distances, make it a rational plan in terms of socio-economic development; a church 

training center, a mosque, sports activities for the youth. In this way you can regain the spirit of 

Egypt as Dr. Tareq mentioned (44.22).  

 

Matthew Anderson: Dr. Tareq, there is a lot to respond to. Democratization and the categories of 

discriminated groups, economy, also the situation of various ethnic groups which do not get a lot 

of attention in international media reporting. What do you think of this? 

 

Dr. Tareq al-Gawhary: As I said earlier, any minority anywhere will have things to complain about 

because there is a type of power that automatically befalls the majority. That is the way of the 

world. It does not mean I do not take it seriously but if we open this door it will never end. There 

are systemic problems in Egypt such as population, pollution, etc. But what we do when we go 

down that route we alienate the Egyptian government, they will see it as a lack of 

acknowledgement of the work they are doing. So I like at the glass half full and how we can add 

value such as Masr el-Khayr, a charitable organization of which bishop Mouneer is on the board, 

Dr. Ali Gomaa is on the board as well. They indiscriminately give food, money and rebuild homes 

regardless of faith and minority status. In society there is a role for civil society. There are certain 



things that the government can’t do. A lot of things that we have been talking about is the role of 

civil society. Organizations, charities, churches and church organizations and organizations on the 

Muslim side, those are the people we need. The floodgates need to be opened to let these people 

in and help because that is where assistance will be.  

 

Matthew Anderson: Thank you. Other questions? 

 

47.00 Dr. Giuseppe Scattolin: I would like to ask Dr. Tareq a question about apostacy. This has 

nothing to do with minorities or economic situation. This is a question of faith. This practice 

against apostacy has been there in history from the beginning of Islam. How do you view this? 

You presented Islam as open, accepting diversity, etc. How do you justify this? 

 

Dr. Tareq al-Gawhary: I am greatly honored you are attending and I would like to ask you to 

sign your edition of Ibn Farid that I have in my library. When I am in Cairo I always like to visit 

Ibn Farid [‘s tomb] in Muqattam hills and singing some of his poems. Thank you for your work 

and your question. This is an important question. I think a lot of time we suffer from intellectual 

laziness. One of the things that Dr. Ali [Gomaa] has been teaching us that you have to have a 

discerning mind, Al Aql Al Fariq: العقل الفارق (The wise mind, someone who can differentiate 

between good and bad). [48.21] There is a difference between apostacy as we see this today and 

apostacy in the primary sources. The Prophet when he talked about apostacy he said Al tarik li 

dinih kal mufarik lil jamah: التارك لدينه كالمفارق للجماعة (the person who stops believing in God/ 

becomes an atheist, is like someone who left the group and stands alone). He did not say that the 

capital crime is for someone who leaves Islam. He said the capital crime is for someone who 

leaves Islam and leaves their society. And that is what I was alluding to earlier in my 

presentation when I spoke about the linking of faith and national identity. How do we understand 

that text in the modern world? It is talking about as if you are a spy. If you are a spy and you are 

a harm to your body politic, if you are a harm to your nation. Why did he mention faith? Because 

at that time and up until the modern world the two were the same. There couldn’t be a French or 

Italian knight and just hang out in Damascus in the 13th century. They would ask what are you 

doing? What is going on? Identify yourself. Are you spying? Now it does not matter. You have a 

visa, you have a passport. We are now citizens of nations and that is now universally above 

religion. There are many examples of people in the time of the Prophet who left Islam and he did 

not do anything and said ‘leave them.’ Because they did not break social trust. They were not a 

threat to national security. That is the understanding of apostacy and I think that the word 

apostacy connotes, it is the wrong translation of that prophetic text because it brings you to the 

conversation ‘oh there is no freedom of religion.’ If you want to leave Islam leave, if you want to 

believe believe and if you do not want to believe, don’t believe. Now it does not matter. Because 

you are not…if the shaykh al Azhar left Islam that would be a problem. People would ask ‘are 

you an implant?’ Are you a Vatican implant? People would go crazy. I am just kidding. Lakum 

dinukom wa li dini: لكم دينكم ولي ديني [You are free to choose your religion or faith and so am I]. 

[50.30] To you your religion and to me is mine. We live in the age of religious freedom where 

religion is no longer linked to your national identity. As a matter of fact most nation states care 

less about religion. They want you to follow the laws, pay taxes and will let you have your 

churches, temples and mosques and all of that. We pay lip service to religion but it is no longer 

very important. Remember there is the text we have, Qur’an and Hadith, we have to understand 

that text and apply it. Many people don’t take the time to go through those three steps.  



 

Matthew Anderson: Thank you so much. Other questions? 

 

Prof. Dr. Harald Suermann: You said the Muslims in Egypt failed to protect the minorities. Do 

you think minorities would like to be protected? Would they not like to participate in the state fully 

and equally without need for protection? I put into question the very concept of protection.  

 

Dr. Tareq al-Gawhary: (laughing) we say in the scholarly world in Islam, la mushaha fil Istilah:           

 In Fiqh, it is an obligation to respect the names and it is forbidden to alter] .ال مشاحة في االصطالح

them] [52.33], there is no criticizing in the usage of terminology. This is a simple vocabular 

choice. For some reason if you say ‘protect’ the Western mind says ‘I do not need protection, I 

want to participate’ but that is not what I mean. When I say ‘protect’ I mean the Muslim has the 

obligation to preserve the right of Christians or any religious group to organize, to worship, 

houses of worship and to ensure that the majority does not infringe on the rights of the minority. 

Of course, we are participating because we are citizens and so maybe this is a poor translation. I 

think this is a terminology thing. I get that question a lot and maybe I should start thinking of 

another word. Protect, because in Arabic we would say Al Hefadh الحفاظ [keeping things safe in 

their original status] [53.23] because this comes from the terminology of the principles of Sharia, 

Al muhafadha ala Din:  المحافظة على الدين [the obligation to keep the religion at its initial status and 

not to alter it], to protect. To preserve is a better word for the right of religion or faith. Of course 

citizens have the right to participate, they should. But don’t expect there will be a Coptic Prime 

Minister. That most likely won’t happen or don’t think that the Minister of Defense or the head 

of military intelligence would be a Copt just like you do not expect a Muslim president in the 

United States or a Muslim Minister of Defense. That most likely will not happen because you do 

not represent the majority people. That is what we have to acknowledge. This is natural. Look, if 

there would be a Muslim president in the United States I would think there was something 

wrong. I would ask, ‘what is happening? What does that mean?’ You don’t even represent one 

percent of the population. I think it is terminology but I agree with you, participation is 

important.  

 

Prof. Suermann (54.40): I think the word protection has the meaning of having a powerful majority 

and a minority which is not strong enough to protect themselves. That means it is a question of 

power regulation in society and not a matter of equal  level of citizens. That is why I am not in 

favor of speaking about protecting a minority. It is also related to Muslim history and Muslims 

protecting the minorities, Ahl al-Kitab. 

 

Dr. Tareq al-Gawhary: I understand that this is implied but the fact is that there is a powerful 

majority. Egypt is a very Sunni country. In the Medieval world Cairo was called the city of one-

thousand minarets. That was in Medieval times. Now there are ten million minarets, everywhere. 

There are mosques and prayer halls everywhere. The Azan is called everywhere. The 80 to 85% 

Muslim majority is very strong. And is exactly why minorities need to be protected. I think this is 

a more real way of saying this because we see nothing wrong in celebrating that this is a Muslim 

majority country. We do not see we have to be secular like Europe or North America. Our nation 

state and our idea about republicanism and democracy is different. Both can co-exist. The Islamic 

identity, of the legal system of the nation and Arabic being the official language of the state can 



coexist with the need and obligation to protect and preserve religious minorities. But I agree with 

what you argue about what the word ‘protection’ implies. It is true.  

 

Matthew Anderson: thanks for your comments Tareq. I always appreciate your words about the 

reality of majority-minority dynamics.  

 

Dr. Nagia Abdelmogny: One thing I have learned from a Christian friend, Dr. Inas Barsoum, is 

that the term Copt, Qibt, means Egyptian, whether you are a Christian or a Muslim. I think it is 

very important to promote this terminology, that we are all Copts, whether we are Muslims or 

Christians. This will help to promote inclusive citizenship. We are all Copts. 

 

Dr. Tareq al-Gawhary: This s true. We are al Copts. The usage of the word Copt for Christians is 

the false idea that the Coptic Christians are the real Egyptians and the Muslim Egyptians are the 

Arabs that came from the Arab Peninsula. We have an identity problem in Egypt. Half of Egypt 

thinks that Egypt is between France and England and refuse to recognize that Egypt is in Africa 

and we are African and they say ‘no we are not African.’ Yes, it is true from the linguistic point 

of view we are Copts. 

 

Dr. Afaf Badran: I want to make a difference between religious people and men of religion. Bishop 

Qulta said there is a problem with religious people. I think there is a confusion or misunderstanding 

because there are people who chant the Azan [call to prayer] for example.  There wear religious 

costumes but how much do they understand religion? That is the question. We don’t fight every 

person who is wearing the costume that represents religious people. I just wanted to highlight this. 

The other matter is that we were talking about being meticulous when we talk about reforming the 

sermons of preachers or imams on Fridays in the mosques. I understand that there are many 

misunderstandings in religion. And when I look back to the time I was 16 years old I remember I 

was in Egypt. Before that I was in the States but at that time there was a lot of love among 

Egyptians and disregard to what religious background a person had. Then something happened. I 

do not know where this problem occurred or how but we shouldn’t blame it on religion. I have a 

feeling that when I speak with Christian people, even if it is not in spoken words, that there is some 

kind of a notion that there is a problem with religion. Lets just make it a point to understand that 

all the problems lies in how people interpret things. There is a very nice code for Ali Ibn Abi Talib 

and I hope many of you know who Ali Ibn Abi Tabib is. He is the cousin of Prophet Muhammed 

and he is the fourth to be khalifa and he said something very nice, he said al ilm nokta kathara al-

jahiloun: العلم نقطة كثرها الجاهلون [It shows the importance of knowledge].1.03:00] knowledge could 

be one thing, or a unit but the many interpreters had made it into a lot of branches and a lot of 

interpretations and some of these interpreters are not doing a very good job and this is where 

misunderstandings can occur among the simple people. So let us understand that 

misunderstandings happen and from there let us all help to clear these misunderstandings by 

regaining the love between both parties. I know there are incidents where people can get violent 

and very bad conflicts but you know Kees that we have done a lot to sooth people in such moments 

and if there is anything that we Muslims can do we are ready to do so.(1.04.24) 

 



Cornelis Hulsman: Thank you very much Afaf for your words. We have to round off. There is one 

thing left from the correspondence. This was about the covenant of Umar. Is it still valid or has it 

been abolished? Are there still Islamic groups using this? Can you please explain the value of the 

covenant of Umar for us today. 

 

Dr. Tareq al-Gawhary: When you ask a Muslim about the covenant of Umar they are going to 

think, like I did in my original email response, that you refer to Umar who went to Jerusalem and 

refused to pray in a church and he signed peace the Christians of Jerusalem, yes of course that is 

valid. When I reread the email I saw it referred to this apocryphal story that says that Umar 

signed some kind of condition with the Christians of Syria, preventing the building of churches, 

etc. I tried to look into this last night because this was the first-time hearing about it. It is an 

apocryphal story because it has no sound chain of transmission and if something has no sound 

chain of transmission its evidence is going to be very flimsy compared to something that has a 

sound chain of transmission. That is an academic issue. The real issue is that we do have a 

tradition of Muslim writers, thinkers and jurist talking about the impermissibility of building 

churches and if they collapse not to rebuild them and all of that kind of stuff and this is the issue 

people have is. Not all Muslim jurists and Muslim thinkers held that opinion. I want to remind 

you that the context of those statements. It is an opinion of debate within Islamic law. Lets go to 

the intrinsic link between faith and national unity, not the context that we have today. To context 

today is ironically very similar to the context of the charter of Medina. That is why a lot of 

Muslim thinkers are trying to revive this and talk about it and to preach about it and teach about 

it because that is context that we have now. There was a time in which building a church or 

rebuilding a church in a Muslim majority land could have been a national security threat, not 

because of the religious nature of the church but the type of political power consequences that 

could come from the building of that church. I know you may think this is spitting hairs but it is 

important to understand the eila: [1.07:30] العلة the reason behind the law.  Many time thinkers 

read these texts and say about Muslims, ah they are backwards, but you have to understand the 

reason behind that law. Understanding the eila , that reason will indicate whether that law is 

applicable or not, this will make you realize that this law is no longer applicable now. That is 

why the Cathedral in down-town Cairo was bombed the president made an effort to rebuild this 

with haste, before Easter. They built this enormous new Cathedral in the new Capital. Nobody 

from the Azhar said this is haram or asked how you can do this or this is un-Islamic.  We all 

celebrated this. There is nothing wrong. It is an obligation upon us to make sure there is enough 

space for Christians in Egypt to pray. I know Christians in Egypt will always complain that there 

is not enough space to pray. There is not enough space for all Egyptians to pray. That is a 

universal matter. It is important to understand the context of those things. That story is 

apocryphal, it is not what we can rely on. It is not binding. What is more important is the true 

story of sayidna Umar entering Jerusalem and more important than that is the peace the Prophet, 

Peace be Upon Him, granted the Christians of Najran of Yemen. They came to the mosque in 

Medina, they spent the night in the mosque in Medina. They prayed their Christian prayer in the 

name of Christ, in the name of the Virgin, with the cross, with their Bible, in the mosque of the 

Prophet, Peace Be Upon Him. He signed peace with them and let them go back in peace to 

maintain their faith. That is he model that we will use today to   understand citizenship because 

the Eila, the reason behind it is similar. There was no political or military threat from the 

Christians of Yemen. They came to make peace and the Prophet left them with their religious 

belief. 



 

Matthew Anderson: I would like to follow up with that briefly. I want to understand the code of 

Umar, or the sherut Umariya has gotten a lot of attention in Western scholarship. It has also gotten 

a lot of attention in conversations about religious freedom and human rights. If I understand in 

your own training and study that legacy was not particularly prioritized, or considered very 

important. Is that correct? 

 

Dr. Tareq al-Gawhary: Not at all. And even if it was, it is weak. In other words it is so weak that 

it would always be considered some kind of exception to what the general rule is. Lets say someone 

will push back and says Tabari mentioned in his tafsir that there is a break in the chain but so and 

so used it. That is weird. It is so specific and so you must look at the context of the context was 

because that is not the norm in how Islam spread. It does not match with the Prophetic model, it 

does not match with how Islam came into Egypt. The Muslim population was a minority in the 

first few hundred years. So this does not make any sense. It is either apocryphal, and this is what 

my understanding is, or it is too much an exception to be used as precedence.  

 

Cornelis Hulsman: I understood from Dr. Scattolin that even Ibn Arabi referred to this.  

 

Dr. Tareq al-Gawhary: I need to look up that reference. I do not know that reference.  

 

Dr. Scattolin: we must distinguish between the principal in general and the practice. Also in the 

issue about apostacy, the history, the phenomena is so vast that you cannot deny historical 

evidence. You tried to specify the principles but in practice it is different. That is a problem. I talk 

about this in my paper. In history some general principles are ok but did they practice this? The 

historical evidence cannot be forgotten.  

 

Dr. Tareq al-Gawhary: Professor can you send me the reference to Ibn Arabi? 

 

Dr. Scattolin: yes, I published an article about this.  

 

Dr. Tareq al-Gawhary: Ok, I will look it up in Ibn Arabi’s commentary and see what he is saying.  

 

Matthew Anderson: Let’s thank Tareq for joining us. Be always benefit from your presence and 

the unique perspective you have as a person who lived most of his life in America but also has 

deep connections and educational experiences in Egypt. We look forward to further conversations 

with you. 

 

Tareq: thank you to all of you. 

  

    

   

 

 



 


