
Patriarch  says  Christians  are
fearful,  yet  hopeful  for  Egypt’s
future
NASHVILLE, Tenn. – In the wake of the revolution that toppled Egypt’s authoritarian
government last winter, the country’s Christians remain fearful, yet hopeful, said
Cardinal Antonios Naguib, patriarch of the Coptic Catholic Church.

“I think that (the people) are afraid,” said Cardinal Naguib during a recent visit to
Nashville. The revolution has provided a historic opening for equality and freedom
for people of all faiths in Egypt, but the prospects for Christians depend on the
future government, he added.

“At the same time we have much hope it  will  be better than before,” Cardinal
Naguib said.

The cardinal is the leader of the Coptic Catholic Church, based in Egypt and one of
the Eastern Catholic churches.

While most of the world’s Coptic Catholics live in the African nation, many have
immigrated to nations around the world. During a visit to the United States Cardinal
Naguib stopped in Nashville July 22-25 to meet the local Coptic Catholic community.

Egypt’s total population is about 86 million, the vast majority of whom are Muslim.
Christians account for about 8 million of that number, Cardinal Naguib said. There
are about 250,000 Coptic Catholics and about the same number of Protestants in
Egypt,  and the  rest  of  the  country’s  Christians  belong to  the  Coptic  Orthodox
Church, Cardinal Naguib said.

Christians “can’t speak of persecution, but we can’t speak of complete equality,”
Cardinal Naguib said.

Christians are denied access to holding top positions in some sectors of Egyptian
society, he explained, such as the police and army. Some universities also refuse to
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accept Christians and some positions in the medical and legal fields are barred to
Christians, he said.

The Egyptian government also places restrictions on Christian churches that make it
difficult for them to grow, according to Cardinal Naguib.

“We’re  calling  for  religious  freedom,”  he  said.  “Not  only  religious  freedom.  In
general  we  would  say  freedom  and  equality  and  basing  the  government  on
citizenship and not just religion.”

“The society still lacks security,” Cardinal Naguib explained, and Christian churches
have been attacked since the revolution. Most of the violence has been targeted at
the  Coptic  Orthodox  churches,  and  only  one  Coptic  Catholic  church  has  been
attacked, he said.

“Many intellectuals write and speak in the media that for the good of the country we
have to separate religion and politics. But it’s hard to convince people,” he said. “I
believe the time will come when Egypt does separate religion and politics. But they
are beginning this revolution. It will take time.”

Egyptians are facing several important elections, including one for president and
another on a new constitution, Cardinal Naguib said.

After the revolution, Islamist parties that were already well organized and active,
such as the Muslim Brotherhood,  were able to fill  a  political  vacuum, Cardinal
Naguib said. But the groups that led the revolution are not organized and need time
to organize before the elections, he said.

“The situation in Egypt is not clear at all,” he said. “We are living in a very critical
period.”

He praised Pope Benedict XVI for having “the courage to call on Arab countries to
protect their Christian minorities.”

The Coptic Catholics in Egypt also are “very grateful to the U.S. Catholic Church and
the government for the support they are giving,” Cardinal Naguib said.


