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HISTORY, THOUGHT AND PRACTICE OF THE COPTS1

The term Copt is equivalent to the word Egyptian.  It is derived from
the Greek Aigyptos. So, the Copts are the descendants of the old
Egyptians who built the pyramids. The Old Testament mentions Egypt
more often than any other country except for Israel. Egypt was a land
of plenty, described as being even as the garden of the Lord. The
Patriarch Abraham sojourned there when there was a famine in the
land of Canaan. 

The Old Testament narrates for us the story of Joseph and how he
was sold as a slave in Egypt and how he rose to become second only to
Pharaoh. For more than 400 years the descendants of Israel lived in
Egypt, where they both influenced and were influenced by the culture
of the Egyptians. The Book of Acts tells us that “Moses was learned in
all the wisdom of the Egyptians.” It is no secret that the wisdom books
of the Old Testament (Job, Psalms and Proverbs) have many
similarities to the Egyptian Wisdom writings. Although the Hebrews
and the Egyptians worshipped different Gods, yet there must have been
some interchange in the way each of these two nations worshipped their
own deity. 
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I have an anecdote to share with you in this regard. In the mid
nineties, CBC TV in Halifax decided to do a program about the
worship rites of Easter among Eastern Christians. At that time I was a
visiting priest to our Coptic church in Halifax. The producer of the
program, who was Jewish, told me that the chants used by the Copts are
very similar to the Jewish chants that are used today in the synagogue.
I jokingly told him: You guys spent 400 years among us, you must have
learned a thing or two. He laughed and added, yes we were working for
less than minimal wage.

Even after Israel went out of Egypt, there was a lot of interaction
between the two cultures. The Book of Ezekiel tells us how the Israelis
made a pact with the Egyptians against their Babylonian occupiers, and
how this angered Yahweh and brought his wrath against both Israel and
Egypt.

Even after the Babylonian captivity of the kingdom of Judah, the
Bible tells us that some Jews went down to Egypt against the advise of
their own seers and prophets. In the remote island of Philae on the Nile
which is near the land of Nubia at the southern tip of Egypt, there are
the remains of a Jewish synagogue that probably dates to that period.

As the Jews revolted against their successive oppressors, the Greeks
and then the Romans, Egypt became increasingly a favourite
destination for Jews who wanted to exercise their life and religion in
freedom.

There were two main areas where Jews settled in Egypt, one at the
old town of Babylon, which is modern day Old Cairo. Here the poor
settled and acquired trades and pawn shops, where they spoke their
own dialects of Hebrew. The other area was Alexandria, where the
intellectuals lived. Those were the Hellenised Jews who spoke mainly
Greek. There came a time that Alexandria had more Jews than the land
of Palestine.

200 years before the advent of Christ, something monumental
happened in Egypt, when Ptolemy IV, king of Egypt ordered the
translation of the Hebrew Old Testament into Greek.  We cannot
possibly over-estimate this historical feat, which made possible to the
Gentile world to get to know the Old Testament in the lingua franca of
the time; Greek. The translation was done by 70 Jewish Scholars and
thus the Translation became known As the Septuagint.  This translation
was a necessary step for the propagation of the Greek New Testament
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which was to take place 200 years later. Allow me to quote what
Cleveland Coxe wrote about this important milestone:

The translation of the Hebrew Scriptures to the dialect of the
Hellenes, and the creation of a new terminology in the language
of the Greeks, by which ideas of faith and of truth might find
access to the mind of a heathen world, were preliminaries to the
preaching of the Gospel to mankind and to the composition of
the New Testament of our Lord and Saviour.

An even more important event is the sojourn of the holy family into
Egypt, narrated to us in the Gospel according to St. Matthew (2:13)
where we are told that:  “the angel of the Lord appeareth to Joseph in
a dream, saying, Arise, and take the young child and his mother, and
flee into Egypt, and be thou there until I bring thee word: for Herod
will seek the young child to destroy him.”  

That visit is so important to the Copts today, in such a way that every
single location where the holy family set foot is commemorated by
either a church or a monastery.

CHRISTIAN EGYPT:
Egypt was one of the first countries to embrace Christianity. No

doubt the interaction with the Jews across the ages, as well as the fact
that the Jewish scripture was translated in Alexandria, which at that
time was the major center of learning in the Greek speaking world,
made this possible.

Many factors facilitated the spread of Christianity in Egypt. The
concept of the trinity was not totally new to the Egyptians, they had
their own trinity of Isis, Osiris and Horus. They even experimented with
Monotheism during the reign of the philosopher king Akhenaton. The
sign of the cross was also familiar to them, since the word ONKH which
meant life was represented in hieroglyphic by a cross with a ring on top
of it. Devout Copts also believe that the sojourn of the infant Christ
among them for three and a half years was the first step of their
conversion. There are many popular legends that still exist about some
miracles that were done by Jesus while in Egypt. Most of these come
from the apocryphal Infancy Gospels. But here is one legend that
survives even today:
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The story goes like this: the Virgin Mary wanted to bake some
bread, and as was usual in those days, she knocked on a neighbour’s
door to ask for a piece of leaven, but the people were so mean.
Recognizing her Semitic features, they refused her the leaven. The lane
in which that house existed became cursed so that bread cannot rise in
any of the houses in that lane. Some people will even show you that
lane in Old Cairo, where people will testify to this.

The Book of Acts tells us that on the day of Pentecost, among those
converted by the Apostles were, “devout men from every nation under
heaven” (Acts 2:5) We are later told that those included people from
Egypt and the parts of Libya about Cyrene.

These newly converted Christians must have started spreading the
Good News as soon as they were back into their own countries.  The
Church historian Eusebius speaks of small communities of these new
converts already forming around Lake Mareotis in Lower Egypt.  They
were called Therapeutae, or healers, because people brought the sick
to them to be healed, and those who were afflicted by unclean spirits to
be cleansed.  Not only did these Therapeutae heal the people’s physical
illnesses, but they also healed them from their spiritual illnesses by
turning them back from the worship of idols to the knowledge of the
true God.1

The oldest Biblical papyri were found in Egypt. Some of these, in the
Coptic language were found buried in the sands of remote regions in
Upper Egypt, a testimony to the rapid spread of Christianity into Egypt.
Most of these predate the oldest authoritative Greek versions of the
Scripture in the fourth and fifth centuries including the  Codex
Sinaiticus, the Codex Alexandrinus, the Vaticanus, and the Codex
Ephraemi Syri Rescriptus. ... Fragments of those papyri dating from the
second century, in both Coptic and Greek, are to be found in numerous
manuscript repositories in the world.  The most monumental collection
is the Chester Beatty Papyri, now in Dublin, Ireland.2   

According to our tradition, Egypt was the place where the first
Epistle of St. Peter was written.  It was also the place where the Gospel
according to St. Mark was written.
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Some commentators believe that the Epistle to the Hebrews was
also written in Egypt and that its author was Apollos.

How and when did St. Peter visit Egypt where he wrote his first
Epistle is the subject of great speculation.  According to Dr. Samir
Girgis, the visit must have followed St. Peter’s miraculous release from
prison reported in Acts 12, which is dated A.D. 431

Acts 12 tells us that after his release by the Angel, Peter came to the
house of Mary, the mother of John whose surname was Mark, where
many were gathered together praying. (Acts 12:12) Peter told those
gathered how the Lord had brought him out of the prison, asked them
to bring the good news to James and the brethren, then he departed
and went to another place.  Acts 12:19 tells us that the next morning,
Herod, looked for peter everywhere but could not find him.  It is very
safe to assume that Peter left the country, knowing that Herod intended
to kill him after the Passover (Acts 12:4)  

It is possible that, following the example of his Master, he fled into
Egypt,  accompanied by John Mark.  Mark who was raised up in Lybia,
must have taken the trip to Jerusalem, once a year, passing through
Egypt, and would make an excellent travel companion to Saint Peter.

Coming to Egypt, there were two places where they might take
refuge among the Jewish community, One of them was Alexandria, with
its large Greek speaking Jewish community, and the other was Babylon,
an ancient city, the ruins of which are still visible on the outskirts of
modern day Cairo.  Babylon had a sizeable Jewish minority and a large
Synagogues, and it was there that they must have remained until the
death of king Herod in A.D. 44. It was there that St. Peter must have
written his first Epistle.  

This date also agrees with the assertions of Josephus, Eusebius and
others that St. Mark’s first entry into Egypt was in the year 43 A.D.

There is internal evidence for this in the Epistle.  The ending of the
Epistle, says, “The church which is at Babylon, elected together with
you salutes you, and so doth Mark my son.” The content of the Epistle,
also reinforces the argument that St. Peter wrote it after fleeing
Jerusalem.  The Theme is one of encouragement of early Christians
dispersed because of persecution (like St. Peter himself, who fled
Jerusalem because of the persecution.)
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If we accept this chronology, then First Peter would be the first of all
New Testament writings, and Egypt would be the place where it was
written.

Saint Mark came to Egypt once again 18 years later, this time to
Alexandria, the capital of Egypt, entering there in the year 61 A.D.  It
was there that he founded the Coptic Church of Egypt, established an
ecclesiastical hierarchy that would remain un-interrupted until the
present time, wrote his Gospel, and it was there that he died as a martyr
on Easter day of the year 68 A.D.

Because of this early evangelization of Egypt and the speed with
which Christianity spread throughout the land, the Egyptians were
among the first to spread the message of the Bible in lands far and near.

As early as the second century, we hear of Saint Demetrius, the 12th

patriarch of Alexandria sending Pantaenus, the dean of the School of
Alexandria to convert the Hindus.  On the way back, he visits Yemen.1

Towards the end of the 3rd Century, the sojourn and later martyrdom
of the Egyptian Theban legion was the catalyst to the conversion of the
pagans in Switzerland, southern Germany and Northern Italy.2  

By the 4th century, Nubia, Ethiopia , Libya and Pentapolis have
already been converted by Egyptian missionaries.  The Irish tell us that
they have 7 Egyptian monks buried in Ireland.  They came to preach to
the Irish long before St. Patrick set foot on Irish soil.3  

The British tell us about Egyptian missionary enterprises in Britain
especially around Glastonbury.   I would like to quote the eminent
British historian Stanley Lane-Poole, who wrote,  

We do not yet know how much we in the British Isles owe to
these remote hermits.  It is more than probable that to them we
are indebted for the first preaching of the Gospel in England,
where, till the coming of Augustine, the Egyptian monastic rule
prevailed.  But more important is the belief that Irish
Christianity, the great civilizing agent of the early Middle Ages
among the northern nations, was the child of the Egyptian
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Church.1    
 
THE SCHOOL OF ALEXANDRIA:

The Book of Acts tells us about an Egyptian convert from Judaism
called Apollos.  Acts 18 describes him as an eloquent man, mighty in
the scriptures, instructed in the way of the Lord, fervent in the spirit,
who spoke boldly in the synagogues and mightily convinced the Jews,
shewing by the scriptures that Jesus was Christ. (Act 18: 24-28) He was
so good, that when he went to Corinth, he caused a problem, for it
seems that the intelligentsia of that city who liked his sophistication
took him as their champion.  That unfortunately led to a division in that
church.  When Apollos learned of this he withdrew from the scene as
we are told by St. Paul in 1 C0 16:12.  We hear nothing more about
Apollos in the Book of Acts.  Some believe that, when he heard about
Saint Mark’s successful preaching in Alexandria, Apollos’ native city,
he returned to that city to work with Saint Mark.

Coxe tells us that “The genius of Apollos was revived in his native
city, A succession of doctors was there to arise, like him, “eloquent men
and mighty in the scriptures.”  He was speaking about the great school
of Alexandria that he very strongly believes was founded by Apollos.2

The school of Alexandria is described by Eusebius as ancient, and St.
Jerome dates its origin to the time of the Apostles.  A school that, for
the next 4 centuries, will make Alexandria “The brain of
Christendom.”3 “All the learning of Christendom may be traced to this
source,” declares Coxe.4

We know very little about the men who taught in the school until
175 A.D., when we hear of  Pantaenus as the head of that school. It was
this Pantaenus that was sent on a missionary journey to India by
Archbishop Demetrius of Egypt.  Pantaenus was a stoic philosopher,
who embraced Christianity when his mind discovered that true
philosophy was only to be found in Nazareth, in Gesthemane, in
Gabbatha and in Golgotha; and he set himself to make it known to the
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world.1

Clement of Alexandria who was a pupil of Pantaenus, succeeded him
as dean of the School at the close of the second century.  Saint Jerome
pronounces him “the most learned of all the ancients” while Eusebius
calls him, “an incomparable master of Christian Philosophy.  B u t
clement pales when compared to his pupil Origen, who succeded him
as dean of the school of Alexandria at age 18.  Dr. F. H. Scrivner, one
of the best Biblical Scholars writes this about him, 

Origen is the most celebrated biblical critic of antiquity.  His is
the highest name among the critics and the expositors of the early
church.  He is perpetually engaged in the discussion of various
reading of the New Testament ... seldom have such warmth of
fancy and so bold a grasp of mind been united with the life-long,
patient industry which procured for this famous man the
honourable appellation of “Adamantius.”2

Origen wrote more than 6000 tracts mostly about the Bible, and it is
said that the average man cannot finish reading what he wrote in a
lifetime.3  He did that by doing what Master chess players do when they
match wits with several players at the same time.  He would be working
on several books in the same time, dictating a paragraph to this scribe
then moving on to dictate a paragraph of a different book to another
scribe and so on.

Origen’s crowning achievement is his Hexapla, a  collation of texts
of the Bible in six columns from Greek and Hebrew sources, which he
compared and annotated diligently.  His labours in exegesis  went
beyond those of any other expositor, for he wrote most detailed
commentaries on every book of the Old Testament and the New.

Origen introduced the allegorical method of interpreting the Bible,
a method that suggests that besides the literal meaning of the Biblical
text, there is a hidden spiritual meaning.  A brilliant example of this is
his assertion that the Song of Songs is a book about the love between
Christ and the Church or Christ and the human soul, and not only
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about the love between Solomon and one of his one thousand wives!
Origen was succeeded as dean by his pupil Heraclas , who later

became Archbishop of Alexandria around the middle of the 3rd century
and became the first Church leader in history to receive the title “Pope”
six centuries before the bishops of Rome started to claim that dignity.1

St. Dionysius the Great, another pupil of Origen, succeeded
Heraclas  as Dean of the school of Alexandria, in the year 232 A.D. and
upon Heraclas’ repose in the year 246 A.D., he became the Pope of
Alexandria and the 14th head of the Egyptian Church, counting Saint
Mark as its first head.

We are told that “His pen was never idle; his learning and
knowledge of the scriptures are apparent even in the fragments that
have come down to us, and his fidelity to the tradition received from
Origen and Heraclas are not less conspicuous.”2

In an age where anathemas were hurled right left and centre, this
brilliant Biblical scholar dared to call to question the attribution of the
Book of Revelation to the writer of the fourth Gospel and the three
Johanine Epistles. He admits that the Book of Revelation is divinely
inspired, he often quotes from it.  He is filled with awe by it as he tells
us here,

Having formed an idea of it as a composition exceeding my
capacity of understanding ... I do not reject what I do not
understand, but I am only the more filled with wonder at it, in
that I have not been able to discern its import.3   

He admits that its author of Revelation is called John, but whether this
John is the Son of Zebedee that wrote the Gospel and the three
Epistles, he has his reservations, that are summarized as follows:
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• The author of Revelation tells us that his name is John more than
once, while the Evangelist never proclaims himself either in the
Gospel or in the Epistles.

• The character, the form of expression, the whole disposition and
execution of the Book of Revelation is different from the others.

• The ideas, expressions and collocations of the author of Revelation
are different from those of the author of the Gospel and Epistles.

• The Gospel and the Epistles agree with each other.  He lists 21
words or phrases that are commonly used in both the gospel and the
Epistles but are not found in Revelation.

• The Gospel and the Epistles are not only without actual errors as
regards the Greek language, but were also written with the greatest
elegance both in their expressions and their reasoning and in the
whole structure of their style, while the writer of Revelation on the
other hand uses a dialect and a language that is not of the exact
Greek type, and often uses barbarous idioms and solecisms.

• Neither the Gospel nor the Epistles make any mention of
Revelation, and Revelation makes no mention of the Gospel or the
Epistles.

He then tells us that he writes this not to deny the value of the Book of
revelation but rather to set right this matter of dissimilarity subsisting
between these writings. 

What we have summarized above is an example of literary criticism
in its purest form, already in use by an Egyptian Biblical scholar in the
3rd century.

Literary criticism is only one of the tools of Biblical and Theological
scholarship that were forged in the School of Alexandria, as we are told
by the Editors of the Ante-Nicene Fathers,

It was in this school that the technical formulas of the Church
were naturally wrought out.  The process is like that of the artist
who has first to make his own tools.  He does many things, and
resorts to many contrivances, never afterwards necessary when
once the tools are complete and his laboratory furnished with all
he wants for his work.1 
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But the finest product of the school of Alexandria is no doubt saint
Athanasius.  This is what The editors of the Ante-Nicene Fathers say
about him,

Athanasius is the grandest figure of the primitive ages since the
Apostles fell asleep.  Raised up to complete their testimony to
the eternal Logos, and to suffer like them. ... He is the perpetual
gnomon of the Alexandrian School.  Its testimony, its
prescription, its harmony and unity are all summed up in him.1 
 

As an 18 year old deacon at Alexandria, he could foresee the danger to
the faith which was once delivered unto the saints, posed by a Lybian
priest called Arius.  Arius propagated an innocent sounding hymn
among the people of Alexandria.  The hymn said, “There was a time
when the Father was and the Son was not.”

Athanasius could see the enormous implications.  If the Son came
into being later than the Father, then he was created and cannot be
equal to the father in His divinity, and the whole belief in the Holy
Trinity would be destroyed.  He started to fight, what would become the
battle of his whole life, to uphold the biblical truth of the divinity of the
Son.  Declaring that the Logos is Co-eternal and Co-Essential with the
Father.   Before he was 20, he had already written his masterpiece,
“Concerning the incarnation of the Word of God,” A classic that is
relevant today as it was relevant 16 centuries ago.2  

We here about him at Nicea, the first Ecumenical council that was
held to discuss this heresy that divided the whole church, as a deacon
standing beside the blessed Alexander 19th Pope of Alexandria, refuting
Arius until the heresy was condemned by the 318 bishops assembled
there. The greatest trophy that Athanasius and Alexander brought back
with them from Nicea was the Creed.

When Alexander reposed in the Lord, Athanasius was chosen to
succeed him as the 20th Pope of Alexandria, while yet to reach 30 years
of age.  For the next 40 years, he made his life mission the eradication
of the error of Arianism.  
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When Constantine, the Roman Emperor then offered to mediate
between him and Arius, he firmly but politely told him, “Matters of the
state are adjudicated by Emperors, matters of faith are adjudicated by
bishops of the Church, thus becoming the first in history to uphold the
doctrine of separation between Church and state.

Five Times exiled from his seat in Alexandria, he spent many years
as a fugitive from one emperor or another.  16 Roman Emperors in all,
he had to contend with, but in the end, he outlived them all.

There came a time, during his life long struggle to uphold the
Biblical truth, when it seemed that all was lost; when even his friends
would look at him with pity saying, alas, the world is against Athanasius.
But he was never shaken, “and Athanasius is against the world,” he
would answer.

Here is a man that proved that the whole world can be wrong!  A
man that took on the whole world and won it back to Christ.

His victory was in the end complete, and the last 7 years of his life
were spent in peace, being consulted by other bishops around the world,
who revered him and considered him “the bishop of the world.”1 

MONASTICISM: 
Monasticism is another gift that the Copts gave to Christianity. To

quote prof Aziz Attiya:

From its humble beginnings on the fringe of the desert,
monasticism grew to be a way of life and developed into cenobitic
communities which became the wonder of Christian antiquity.
With its introduction into Europe, it was destined to become the
sole custodian of culture and Christian civilization in the Dark
Ages.  

The founding of this way of life is generally ascribed to St. Anthony (d.
336) Anthony himself, while penetrating deeper and deeper into the
Eastern Desert, assuming that he was in perfect solitude with the Lord,
suddenly discovered St. Paul the Hermit at the age of 113 years already
long established in that remote region.
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As a twenty year old youth, Anthony heard it said one day in church:
“If thou wilt be perfect, go and sell that thou hast, and give to the poor,
and thou shalt have treasure in heaven” (Matt. 19: 21).  A
fundamentalist, he did just that and crossed the Nile for the desert
solitude where he spent eighty-five years of increasing austerity and
asceticism.  Though a solitary, he could not hide his light of sanctity
under a bushel, and, when his fame had spread so as to reach the
imperial court, Constantine wrote asking for his blessing.  Even the
great Athanasius spent two years with the Saint and composed his
biography.  Others followed this 'athleta christi' to the Red Sea
Mountains and lived around his cave to seek his spiritual guidance.
Thus the second phase in the evolution of the monastic rule arose in
what my be termed "collective eremiticism" where settlements of
solitaries sprang up around the person of a saint, not merely for
initiation and orientation, but also as a measure of self-defence in the
arid desert.  A disabled anchorite in this distant  wilderness could perish
for lack of food and water, if he were not observed by another
neighborly solitary.  Such setlements began to multiply in other parts of
the country.  Besides Pispir in the Eastern Desert, others arose in the
Thebaid in Upper Egypt as well as the Nitrean Valley in the desert to
the west of the Delta of the Nile.

Subsequently at Tabennesis, the third stage in the development of
cenobitic life was already taking shape under the rule of St. Pachomius
(d. 346).  Originally a pagan legionary in the armies of Constantine and
Licinius, he was exposed to the goodness of Christian villagers during
the wanderings of his battalion.  They came to wash the soldiers' feet
and broke bread with them despite their harsh tax levies.  Captivated by
their kindness to their oppressors, he decided, on his liquidation from
the  service, to become a Christian.  After his baptism,  he zealously
followed a hermit by the name of Palaemon for training in the art of
sanctity and ascetism.  An educated man with a background of military
discipline, he soon perceived that ascetism could not be the only way to
heaven.  This signalled the inception of one of the greatest cenobitic
doctrines of all time.  The new Rule of St. Pachomius prescribed
communal life in a cenobium and repudiated the principle of self-
mortification.  Instead, the brethren should expend their potential in
useful pursuits both manual and intellectual while preserving the
monastic vow of chastity, poverty, and obedience.  The Pachomian
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system reflected the personality of the soldier, the legislator, and the
holy man.  Pachomius aimed at the humanization of his monastic
regime without losing the Christian essence of Antonian or
Palaemonian sanctity.  Every detail of a monk's daily activities was
prescribed within the walls of a given monastery.  Each monk had to
have a vocation to make himself a useful human being to his
brotherhood; all must labour to earn their daily bread, without losing
sight of their intellectual advancement; and each must fully participate
in the devotional duties of monastic life.

Pachomian monasteries multiplied rapidly in their founder's lifetime,
and all were enriched through wise administration as well as honest and
selfless labor.  In his famous work entitled "Paradise of the Fathers," the
fourth-century Bishop Palladius states that he found in one monastery
fifteen tailors, seven smiths, four carpenters, fifteen fullers, and twelve
camel drivers besides unspecified numbers of bakers, cooks, basket and
rope makers, millers, weavers, masons, instructors, and copyists of
manuscripts - all living in complete harmony and perfect discipline
within a structure that looked like a vast Roman fortification.

The fame of Pachomian foundations spread far and wide, not only
within Egypt but also throughout the world.  Monks came to live with
the fathers of the desert from many nations.  Greeks, Romans,
Cappadocians, Libyans, Syrians, Nubians, and Ethiopians, to mention
a few of those on record - and Pachomius devised a system of wards for
each nation within every monastery.

The Coptic cenobitic rule became the wonder of ancient
Christendom.  The planting of the Coptic system in Europe and other
continents of the Old World was achieved by some of the greatest
divines of the mediaeval world. To quote some of the illustrious names
who made extended pilgrimages to the Coptic fathers of the desert, we
must begin with St. Jerome (ca. 342 - 420), who translated the Regula
Sancti Pachomii  into Latin, which version must have been used by St.
Benedict of Nursia (ca 480 - 550) in composing his famous Rule.
Others included St. John Chrysostom (ca 347 - 407); Rufinus (ca. 345 -
410), the renowned ecclesiastical historian; St. Basil (ca. 330-79), the
founder of a Byzantine monastic order on the model of the Rule of St.
Pachomius; St. John Cassian (ca 360 -435) the father of monasticism in
Gaul, who is known to have spent seven years in the Thebaid and
Nitrea; Palladius (ca 365 - 425), Bishop of Helenopolis in Bithynia, who
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compiled the lives of the desert fathers in "The Lausiac History"; St.
Augen or Eugenius of Clysma (d. ca. 363), the father of Syrian
asceticism; and many more from other parts of Europe in addition to
some lesser known persons from Ethiopia, Nubia, and North Africa.

THE ECUMENICAL COUNCILS:
The Copts were very active in the ecumenical councils of the church.

They were well represented in the first three councils (the only ones
they recognize) Saint Athanasius was the undisputed star of the first
council at Nicaea (325 ad) while Saint Cyril the Great (24th pope of
Alexandria) was the undisputed star of the third council held at
Ephesus in 431. The council refuted the heresy of Nestorius, who
emphasized the dual nature of Christ and refused to accept that the one
born from the Virgin Mary was the incarnate Logos. He refused to call
her Theotokos.  The council condemned this teaching and affirmed the
title Theotokos.

Unfortunately, at the council held at Chalcedon in 451, the church
universal was fractured. The Copts out of loyalty to their hero’s (St.
Cyril the Great) formula of the “one nature of God incarnate” refused
to accept the “Tome of Leo” bishop of Rome which emphasized the
two natures of Christ after the union, which really aroused their fears
of Nestorianism. The Copts together with the Syrians, the Ethiopians,
the Armenians and the Indians were separated from the rest of the
church (Rome and Constantinople). As Christians look at this division
today, many realize that it was a misunderstanding, that both parties
had the same faith expressed in different terminology.

The result was disastrous, St. Dioscorus the 25th Pope of Alexandria
was deposed and exiled, to die two years later. For the next few
hundred years, the Copts had to resist repeated attempts to force the
formula of Chalcedon down their throats. They had to live with two
heads for their church, one appointed by the emperor called the
“Melkite” Patriarch and another one who was the rightful successor of
Saint Mark the Apostle, the first prelate of the Coptic church. 

Persecuted by their Byzantine brethren, the Copts remained
obstinate and went into a cocoon, choosing to live in isolation rather
than lose their identity and their tradition.

By doing so, the Copts kept for the whole of Christendom a picture
of Christianity as it was practised in the 5th century.
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THE ARAB INVASION:  
It was in the context of this state of affairs that an army of some

4,000 Arabs, led by Amr ibn al-As, was sent by the Caliph Umar to
spread Islam in the land of the ancient pharaohs. The Arabs crossed
into Egypt from Palestine in December 639 and advanced rapidly into
the Nile Delta. In less than a year and with some reinforcements, the
Arabs conquered the whole of Egypt. The Melkite Patriarch Cyrus who
held both the civil and religious reigns accepted a large bribe to
surrender the country. 

The invaders were not interested in the theological discussions. They
restored the banished rightful pope Benjamin to his position and gave
him back the churches that had been forcefully usurped by the Melkites.

In the beginning of their rule, the Arabs were more interested to
raise money to finance their military expansion, so they were content
with collecting the head tax they levied on non Muslims. But, in later
years, as the Islamic empire was well established, they started
pressuring the Copts to convert to Islam as we shall see.

THE FATIMID DYNASTY: ( 909-1171)
The Fatimids were Shiite Muslims who wrestled Egypt away from

the Khalif in Baghdad. They would not put their trust in the Sunni
Muslims of Egypt, who were loyal to the Khalif (the rightful successor
of the Prophet Mohamed) So they patronized the Copts. Well educated
and ambitious Copts were handed the civil service positions. Many
Copts became rich and famous. However, this newly acquired  affluence
 led to many cultural changes among the Copts.  Polygamy is allowed
in Islam but not in Christianity. Some of those novoux riche Copts
started to have second wives. Those who shied away from this started
to have concubines or a small “harem” like their Muslim neighbours. It
was not uncommon for a Coptic treasurer to have a dancer entertain
him while having dinner, things that were totally alien to Christian
ethics to which the Copts adhered throughout their history. We gained
knowledge of these excesses from sermons by leading bishops or Popes
of this era, who were rebuking the Christians for their behaviour.

THE CRUSADES: (1096-1270)
These religious wars were a disaster for the Copts. Since it was

Christians from Europe that came to invade, the Muslims looked with
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suspicion on the Christians of the Middle East (including the Copts)
They all were identified with the Crusaders, and this ultimately led to
waves of severe persecution.

THE MAMELUKES: (1250-1517)
The word Mameluke is Arabic for slave. These Mamelukes were

kidnapped children from Europe that were brought to Egypt and
Northern Africa. They were indoctrinated in Islam and trained to
become mercenaries. In the course of time, they revolted against their
Masters, slaughtered them and became the rulers of the land. They
expanded their territory even unto the Caliphate in Baghdad. 

The Mameluke era was one of the worst periods as far as the Copts
were concerned. They were brutal. They gave the Copts one of three
options: either to pay a very large head tax that only few could afford,
or conversion to Islam, or beheading. Many were martyred, much more
converted. There came a time during this era that the number of Copts
dwindled to 10,000.

THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE: (1517-1798)
The Ottomans were no better than the Mamelukes. They were very

repressive of the Christians. Laws were passed that made it impossible
to build a new church and even repairing a church needed an edict from
the Sultan (which was almost never given). Some of these laws are still
in effect in Egypt even today. Human rights advocates often embarrass
the government because these laws have not been repealed.

One of the negative effects of the Turkish era was that the Copts
started to use Turkish names, like Hikmat, Sarwat, Ezzat, instead of
venerable Coptic names like Wisa, Tadros and Pakhom

THE FRENCH INVASION: (1789-1802)
Napoleon invaded Egypt in 1789. Perhaps the most important thing

about this is the discovery by french archeologists of the Rosetta stone,
which made possible the deciphering of Hieroglyphics for the first time
in history. Written in two Egyptian language scripts (hieroglyphic and
Demotic), and in classical Greek, it was discovered by the French in
1799.

The French expedition gave the western world a new look at a long
forgotten church. The isolation of the Coptic church that started in 451
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gave way to new interest by scholars to re-discover this ancient church
that lay hidden in its cocoon for many centuries. Many scholars started
looking for manuscripts and studied them. Those scholars became
known as Coptologists.

THE BRITISH INVASION: (1882-1952)
The British invasion of Egypt introduced the many western

missionaries (Anglicans and Presbyterians) that came to convert the
Copts to Christianity! Those people forgot the fact that 15 centuries
earlier, Coptic monks went to England to convert the British to
Christianity.

THE TWENTIETH CENTURY: 
The twentieth century saw many changes in Egypt. Emancipation of

women started to make an impact on the Egyptian society, with many
women advancing into careers that were considered “men only”.
Political drives for independence from the British started. Communism
as well as Fascism attracted many. The Copts became very active in
these political movements. One of these Copts,  Boutros Ghali even
became prime minister of Egypt between 1908-1910. He was
unfortunately assassinated. One of his grand children became the
Secretary General of the United Nations.   

THE NASSER YEARS: (1956 -1970.)
Nasser came to power after a military coup. He established a

dictatorship based on appealing to Arab nationalism rather than
Egyptian identity. His social reform policy which involved
nationalization of many industries and confiscation of agricultural lands
from large owners affected many Copts, who lost their properties. The
feeling of belonging that swept Copts during the thirties was lost to this
Pan Arabism that Nasser preached. Many Copts felt that they were not
welcome in this society that put Arabic nationality above Egyptian
Nationality. Many started to emigrate to the West, something that the
Copts had never done before in their long history. The sixties witnessed
the first wave of emigration to the West. Today Coptic communities,
churches and monasteries are all over the world, in Canada usa,
Australia, South America.



THE SADAT YEARS: (1970-1981)
Sadat became president after the death of Nasser. He fought a war

with Israel which was in part a victory. He knew well that the USA will
not allow him to have a complete victory over Israel and he wanted to
have peace with Israel in return for some lands that Israel had won in
a previous war. Sadat was a shrewd politician. He knew that this would
be very unpopular with the mainly Muslim population of Egypt. Seeking
some support from a faction of the society, he started to befriend the
Copts. Shortly before his now famous (or infamous) visit to Israel, he
visited the current Pope of Egypt (Pope Shenouda) offering concessions
in the building of churches, in the hope of having the support of the
Copts for his “peace initiative” which was very unpopular. Neither his
peace initiative nor his cosying to the Copts 
brought him any favour with the rising Islamic extremist movement. In
order to appease them, he reversed his policy, putting the Pope under
house arrest, and imprisoning many bishops, priests and prominent
Copt. He declared himself a Muslim Fundamentalist himself. He was
however assassinated in 1981 by an extremist group. Ayman Zawahry
was one of those who plotted his assassination.

What Sadat did, however, did a lot of damage to the Copts. It was
a signal that persecuting the Copts was OK. Extremist groups started
burning churches, killing priests, kidnapping and forcefully converting
girls to Islam and the like.

THE COPTS TODAY:   
Today many Copts feel that they are foreigners in the land of their

fore-fathers. The recent American military adventures in the middle
East and beyond have adversely affected the Coptic minority. Muslim
extremists who are frustrated by what happened in Abu Ghraib and
Guantanamo Bay, tend to lump the Christian West with the Christian
minority. The political activism of the last century has given in to
political apathy and a sense that nothing will change. The Copts
however are survivors, their number went down to 10,000 in the time of
the Mamelukes, there are now 10 million of them. A large number of
those are, however,  no more living in the land of the Nile.  

For an audio recording of this lecture, please go to:
http://www.stmaryscopticorthodox.ca/content/sermons/frathanasius/
misc/laurier08.mp3 
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 ةيلمعلا ةيناحورلا
Available online at: 
http://www.stmaryscopticorthodox.ca/content/arabic/spirituality_arabic.pdf 
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