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The summer webinar of June 22-24, 2020, is supported by the Shiraka Program of the Dutch 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs that aims to promote democratization, strengthening the rule of law 

and good governance, and promoting employment in countries in the Middle East and North 

Africa.  Modern Egypt has undergone two major changes: the demonstrations in January 2011 

resulting in the toppling of President Hosni Mubarak, and the demonstrations in the first half of 

2013 resulting in the toppling of President Mohammed Morsi. Some call these revolutions and 

others call these coups d’état.  The wording chosen reflects a political choice.  

Projects through the Shiraka Program only can be requested through a Dutch political party. In 

this case, it was done by the SGP, a conservative Christian political party in the Netherlands. 

Why the SGP? The SGP (insert long name) believes in a pluriform society where Christians play 

a role in politics, both in the Netherlands and in Egypt. In both the Netherlands, a predominantly 

secular country, and Egypt, a predominantly Muslim country, Christians are a minority.  

In March 2020, Seleem Wassef (Anglican Diocese), Dr. Giuseppe Scattolin and Fr. Simon 

(Comboni Fathers), Dr. Kamal Boraiqa (Dialogue Center of the Azhar) and Prof. Dr. Tarek 

Mansour (Ain Shams University) met to discuss the program for what was intended to be our 

third summer school. Covid-19 caused the summer school’s conversion into a summer webinar. 

We all agreed that the title would be “Muslims and Christians contributing to building up the 

future of Egyptian society.” In speaking about democratization, all groups in society should 

participate, and of course, the focus should be forward oriented. Our intention is to contribute to 

the future of Egyptian society, and so, all parts of society should be involved. 

No country is uniform and static. Humanity is inherently diverse. Languages and cultures are not 

static but have developed over time and shaped humanity in every period of time and place in an 

unending process. Seeking dialogue is a method to live with diversity.  

The way we think is rooted in our birth (the genes we receive from our parents) and our 

education – nature AND nurture. We do not just read books, but also are educated by our 

experiences as we try to parse the wide variety of cultures we are exposed to or choose to expose 

ourselves to. This is why, I believe, history, sociology, and indeed, all the humanistic fields are so 

important to humanity’s health. We reflect on what we read and experience, and thereby determine 

who we are.  Unless we close our minds and hearts, we learn and grow and change continuously 

until we die. And we change depending on what we are encounter or choose to open ourselves 

to. 

Comfort Dickson, a former intern of our Center for Arab-West Understanding who is now the 

editor of the Maadi Messenger, asked me in January to reflect on how I have changed and grown 



over the past 40 years. I grew up in a traditional Christian Reformed family in the Netherlands, 

but met people like retired Dutch diplomat Daniel van der Meulen (1894-1989) who opened my 

horizon to the Arab World. It helped that Daniel van der Meulen was a also Dutch Reformed 

Christian. Van der Meulen was deeply involved in Muslim-Christian dialogue, and he introduced 

me to his younger friends in different Arab countries: Dr. el-Sayed Yassin (1933-2017) and the 

late Dr. Kamel Abu Jaber (1932-May 29, 2020; Jordan’s Minister of Foreign Affairs between 

1991-1993). These connections further expanded my horizon, and my interest in the Arab world, 

the cradle of Judaism, Christianity and Islam grew. You can read this text here.  

If one things is clear to me from all my years in the Middle East, it is that there is not just one 

type of Arab, Westerner, Muslim, Christian, Jew, agnostic, atheist, Hindu or religious or national 

adherent:  not just in Egypt but in every country and faith.  

In the mid-1990s, Egyptian sociologist Dr. Saad Eddin Ibrahim used the term “minority” to 

describe Coptic Christians. He planned a conference about this Egyptian Christian “minority” in 

his Ibn Khaldoun Center for Development Studies but was opposed by several Egyptian thinkers 

who objected that the word “minority” should not be used for Egypt’s Christians. Government 

authorities intervened and Dr. Saad Eddin Ibrahim was not able to carry out his conference as 

planned, but had to move it to Cyprus. 

It is easy enough to denounce one of the two involved parties: Dr. Saad Eddin Ibrahim for using 

the term “minority” or his opponents for objecting to it. But instead of blaming any party, we 

need to search for the origin of these opposing views. 

Dr. Saad Eddin Ibrahim used a term that had been widely used by Western nations to describe 

various minorities in the Middle East such as the Armenians and the Kurds. This usage was in 

turn linked to requests by the leaders of these groups to advocate for greater self-rule, autonomy. 

Indeed, some Western Coptic nationalist groups demanded such usage, but for the overwhelming 

majority of Egypt’s Christians, this is a wildly divergent thought.  No wonder:  if you look at 

Coptic Christians, you see they are found throughout the country and represented in all social 

classes, from the very poor to the very rich. It was not the term but the political connotation to 

the term “minority” that was rejected and rightly so. But aren’t Coptic Christians substantially 

smaller in number than Muslims in Egypt? Yes, they are, and thus some have added the 

qualification “numerical minority,” focusing on numbers alone and trying to avoid the term’s the 

political connotations. Those using the term “numerical minority” often advocate equal rights 

and duties for all people regardless of their convictions.  

The lesson learned here is that we always need to be clear in our word choices, explaining what 

we mean by a certain term. Avoid ambiguity. 

Another important lesson is that context always matters. We cannot provide an accurate 

interpretation of events if we do not understand the context of events and actors.  

https://www.arabwestreport.info/en/personal-journey-intercultural-dialogue


Arab-West Report interns interviewed in 2011-2014, during a period of great political turmoil in 

Egypt, numerous significant players and representatives on different levels on the events 

unfolding in Egypt. These people represented different social groups vying for political power, 

roughly divided between Islamists and non-Islamists. But neither of these two broad categories 

were actually homogeneous blocks. It is important to interview people who think totally different 

from the way we do. I remember interviewing Jayson Casper Jihadi Salafi Ahmad Ashūsh in 

February 2013 in our offices. Ashūsh was involved in an October 2013 attack on the satellite 

station in Maadi, Cairo, and has since been in prison. With their permission, this meeting was 

recorded and transcribed and translated. He did not respond to questions but was, I believe, 

preaching for a group of followers that had come with him who sat nodding in agreement. So, 

was this meeting useless? I don’t think so. It gave a glimpse into his world even if we could 

never agree, his and our worldviews being just too different. The problem I see is that many 

Islamists stuck to an ideology, a specific view of how the ideal world had to be developed. They 

interpreted their experiences in this context and held anyone disagreeing with them to be not 

adhering to the right understanding of Islam. Ashūsh spoke about “Al-Bayān (affirmation of the 

literal truth) that explains the fundamentals of Islam as contained in the Qur`ān and the Sunna, 

which we want to put forward to European countries. Our second concern is to maintain strength 

and defend ourselves and our lands. Both, Al-Bayān and Jihād are indispensable for the Salafi 

Jihādi,” he said. The thinking of this group was not without its own internal logic, but it was also 

very narrow. Their ideology had to be spread to Muslims; non-Muslims had to be encouraged to 

convert; and anyone opposing their efforts to spread their ideology had to be fought.  And do not 

think only jihadi Salafists are so narrow minded, locked up in their own bubbles. Everyone of us 

comes to the wider world with our own blinders on.  We must work to remove them. Try to 

understand Ahmad Ashūsh and his followers’ background:  social, economic and ideological. It 

is important to understand how people have developed such radical views and only then attempt 

to combat them with counter arguments.  

Just as Ashūsh believed he represented the vanguard of a persecuted minority, so, too, Coptic 

Christians in the West often present their brothers and sisters in Egypt as a persecuted minority. 

Of course, both groups are fundamentally different and yet there are similarities between 

activists in all religions. No Coptic Christian will argue for an armed struggle. Many Copts, 

however, highlight inequality and injustice. Ashūsh does the same. Also among many Christians, 

you can find the affirmation of the literal truth of Scripture and even the concept of Jihad is 

known in the Arabic translation of the Bible. 1 Peter 4: 18 reads “If it is hard for the righteous to 

be saved, what will become of the ungodly and the sinner?”  The word “hard” is struggle, 

translated in the Arabic Bible with jihad. In Arabic the word jahada, the root of jihad, is used to 

describe one’s internal struggle. 1 Timothy 6: 12 reads “Fight the good fight (jihad) of the faith. 

Take hold of the eternal life to which you were called when you made your good confession in 

the presence of many witnesses. 2 Timothy 4: 7 reads “I have fought the good fight (jihad), I 

have finished the race, I have kept the faith” (NIV translation). 

https://www.arabwestreport.info/en/year-2016/ideology-and-activism-ah%CC%A3mad-ash%C5%ABsh-currently-imprisoned-leader-salafi-jihadis
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/did-you-know-that-jihad-is-in-the-bible_b_59669d05e4b051f16255e5b5?guccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZ29vZ2xlLmNvbS8&guce_referrer_sig=AQAAAC5DtqpxEpRK3lh_Mg66WNw7jB9lFiClcis2jvjgDELqnmmBBQue94y0WPCFKjzKBqh8byOjkUm2-RRGPHoeNqF106nFqqluprbAZK8z7QzgSMAxNOrllAtDYTdgKRPA93ILOu2FpV5dfOZ0kz1fDxKCYZGrrIEerPL9cKvtMx2N
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/did-you-know-that-jihad-is-in-the-bible_b_59669d05e4b051f16255e5b5?guccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZ29vZ2xlLmNvbS8&guce_referrer_sig=AQAAAC5DtqpxEpRK3lh_Mg66WNw7jB9lFiClcis2jvjgDELqnmmBBQue94y0WPCFKjzKBqh8byOjkUm2-RRGPHoeNqF106nFqqluprbAZK8z7QzgSMAxNOrllAtDYTdgKRPA93ILOu2FpV5dfOZ0kz1fDxKCYZGrrIEerPL9cKvtMx2N


Muslims and Christians use similar concepts but they are given widely different meaning 

depending on the group using them.  

It is thus wrong to presume that when you use specific concepts that your audience shares your  

world view or when you hear people referring to specific concepts that they mean what you 

assume they do.  

Raymond de Roon, MP for the party of Geert Wilders since 2007, published a blacklist of  

“Islamic Violence Against Christians in Egypt in 2011.” The list of examples was familiar and 

based on frequent misreporting about violence involving Christians in Egypt. I wrote a response 

giving much more context about each of the incidents that he had listed, showing complexity and 

nuance and sent it to him. Of course, he did not respond. People with closed minds brook no 

intrusions. It is very common to use such lists in ideological anti-Muslim rhetoric.  In my lecture 

at Georgetown University, Washington, DC, in 2018, I highlighted several examples of 

misreporting, partly the result of journalists insufficiently investigating and partly because 

interpretations were made in the ideological context of the author. 

It is not only a matter of misreporting but also ignoring the excellent work that is carried out by 

several institutions favoring cross-cultural dialogue: the Comboni Fathers, the Institut 

Dominicain d’Études Orientales (IDEO), the Anglican Diocese, the Coptic Evangelical 

Organization of Social Services (CEOSS), the Center for Dialogue at the Azhar and Bayt al-Ayla 

in which Muslim and Christian leaders meet, both national and region, addressing many issues of 

mutual concern. These are efforts that deserve much more attention, both in and outside Egypt. 

Non-Egyptians are rarely aware of the complexity of Egyptian politics.  

Intern Madeleine Hall described in a paper the changes in Egyptian politics between 2011 and 

today. Many Copts are staunchly pro-president al-Sisi since they would never want Islamists to 

return to power after they had seen Islamists using all possible means to turn the Constitution 

into an Islamist Constitution resulting in deep political divisions and chaos. Throughout the 

entire period Christian politicians have been active. There are several outspoken Christian 

members of parliament who want also other Christians in Egypt to become politically involved. 

These Christian politicians know very well that they operate within the constraints of a 

predominantly Muslim country and accept that if they want to achieve their objectives of 

equality, they have to cooperate with Muslim politicians.  

We should never focus on one country or one religion or ethnicity alone. It is important to see 

that injustices are not limited to one particular country, religious or ethnic group. On May 25, 

2020, George Floyd, a 46-year-old African-American, died in Minneapolis, Minnesota (USA), 

after white police officer Derek Chauvin knelt on his neck for almost nine minutes while Floyd 

was handcuffed and lying face down on the street. This death resulted in massive demonstrations 

against what former President George W. Bush has described as a “repeated violation of their 

[African-American] rights without an urgent and adequate response from American institutions.”  

https://www.arabwestreport.info/en/year-2011/week-44/40-political-misuse-christian-suffering-egypt-blaming-muslims-general-acts-thugs
https://www.arabwestreport.info/en/year-2011/week-44/40-political-misuse-christian-suffering-egypt-blaming-muslims-general-acts-thugs
https://www.arabwestreport.info/en/year-2018/reflections-thirty-years-muslim-christian-relations-egypt
https://www.arabwestreport.info/en/year-2018/reflections-thirty-years-muslim-christian-relations-egypt
https://www.arabwestreport.info/en/political-and-legal-changes-transitional-egypt-2011-2020
https://www.arabwestreport.info/en/political-and-legal-changes-transitional-egypt-2011-2020


The slogan taken up by protesters is “Black lives matter.”  Some lives are held so cheaply as to 

apparently not matter. I do not like the terms “black” and “white.” Although they are in common 

usage and, indeed, self-selected by many members of the groups they represent, these terms are 

an odd combination of completely meaningless and oddly pejorative. We are all human and it so 

happens that we all carry a color from light to dark with all shades in between but this does not 

make us different. Race does not exist, but racism does! People deserve to be treated equally 

regardless of their skin color, religion, nationality, ethnicity, sex or whatever distinctive feature 

they carry.  

I established the Religious News Service from the Arab World (in 2003 renamed Arab-West 

Report) in particular to counter frequently reported biases, to show complexities, to discover 

patterns across religious lines, to place stories reported in the media in a wider context, to 

provide critiques on the media or other active participants such as MP de Roon. The Arab-West 

Report is explicitly non-partisan, descriptive, and does not advocate any religious or political 

agenda. The Arab-West Report is about fact finding. It makes summary translations from Arabic 

media in English so that also Arab points of views on the role of religion in society are heard in 

non-Arabic speaking countries. Facts include giving an accurate presentation of someone’s view. 

We have asked interviewees for permission to record and transcribe interviews. Our preference is 

to provide full transcripts so that researchers can see in what context statements were made. The 

Arab-West Report is further known for its very elaborate search functions, provided to give the 

researcher a better opportunity to understand the context of a particular event. 

In this webinar is strongly focused on the importance of education for dialogue. Experts will 

present excellent examples of dialogue in the Beit al-Ayla and the Common Word, an initiative 

of Muslim scholars following the Regensburg lecture of Pope Benedict XVI in 2006 entitled 

"Faith, Reason and the University – Memories and Reflections." The focus of the lecture was 

faith and reason, not Islam; nevertheless, statements about Islam were made that were clearly 

erroneous. This infelicity resulted a year later in an open letter from major Muslim personalities 

to Pope Benedict and major Christian leaders. The letter asked the pope to seek common ground 

and understanding between the adherents to both religions, in line with the Qur'anic command: 

“Say: 'O People of the Scripture! come to a common word as between us and you: that we 

worship none but God” [Qur’an 3: 64] and the Biblical commandment to love God, and one's 

neighbour. This webinar will provide you with similar contemporary and historical examples of 

dialogue including an example from the Royal Institute for Interfaith Studies in Jordan. 

Students will be informed about plans to create a network of recognized Ambassadors for 

Dialogue. This network will be further implemented through a proposal we have made to the 

Anna Lindh Foundation. We hope the Ambassadors for Dialogue will be recognized by a 

network of organizations that are all working towards the goal of dialogue. Ambassadors for 

Dialogue will be mentioned on a designated website. Their status of Ambassador for Dialogue 

will be linked to a strict ethical code of how to promote the message of dialogue and linked to 

how active they are in promoting the message of dialogue in social media. The summer webinar 

https://www.arabwestreport.info/en/year-2006/week-29/2-reflections-lecture-pope-benedict-xvi-and-islam


will culminate in a presentation of the document on Human Fraternity for World Peace and 

Living Together and discussion of possible actions by the Ambassadors for Dialogue based on 

this document. 

 

 

Multiple choice quiz for students: 

1. How would you describe the removals of Presidents Mubarak and Morsi from power? 

a) A revolution 

b) A coup d’état 

c) Regime change 

d) The choice of words reflects someone’s political position 

 

2. What can you say about human diversity? 

a) It is not desirable. 

b) It is a characteristic of humanity. 

c) We should cultivate diversity. 

d) Diversity is created by evil spirits. 

 

3. Why is the term “Coptic minority” such an object for debate? 

a)  Muslims do not want to recognize a Christian minority. 

b) The Egyptian government does not want to recognize a Christian minority. 

c) The term “minority” is itself politically loaded. 

d) Christians in Egypt are not a minority. 

 

4. What does it mean “to live in a bubble”? 

a) To be part of a religious group 

b) To be part of a group with similar thoughts and seeing people outside that group as alien 



c) To refuse to communicate 

d) To be happy in the group you belong to 

 

5. In what religions does the word Jihad occur?  

a) Judaism 

b) Islam 

c) Christianity 

d) Islam and Christianity 

 

6. To whom was the open letter of Muslim personalities about the Common Word Between You 

and Me addressed? 

a) Muslim scholars 

b) Government leaders 

c) Pope Benedict XVI 

d) Church leaders worldwide 

 

Correct answers: 1d, 2b, 3c, 4b, 5d and 6d  


