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Since 2002, January 7th has been a national holiday in celebration of Coptic Christmas.1 In past 
years it was a holiday observed by Copts alone, and not Muslims. The decision at the time 
assisted in strengthening national cohesion and bringing Muslim-Christian relations closer. 
Now, after more than ten years, security threats loom over Christian festivals. This is a direct 
result of the lack of security in the country, manifest in several terrorist attacks targeting 
military and civilian facilities. Adding to this tension is the culmination of a year beset with 
much incitement against Copts, particularly in the aftermath of ousting former president 
Muhammad Morsi (Mursī) from power and the security dispersals of the Rāba’ah al-‘Adawiyyah 
and Nahdah Squares sit-ins.2   
 
The security situation  
 
Egypt is now witnessing almost daily attacks on civilian and military facilities. On Tuesday, 
December 24, a car bomb detonated in front of the Dakahlia Police station in Mansura 
governorate. The attack left 16 dead, hundreds injured and numerous public buildings, 
including the police station and the national theatre, in shambles. Ansār Bayt al-Maqdis, a Sinai-
based terrorist group that was also responsible for the assassination attempt on Minister of 
Interior, General Muhammad Ibrāhīm, last September, claimed responsibility for the attack. 
The Muslim Brotherhood quickly distanced itself from the attack.3 
 

The interim government, however, responded to this 
attack on Wednesday, December 25, by declaring the 
Muslim Brotherhood a terrorist group.4 In addition to 
banning the Muslim Brotherhood, the government 
decided to freeze the assets of all civil society 
organizations affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood, 
amounting to 1,055 NGOs.5  The decision to designate 
the Muslim Brotherhood a terrorist organization, 
which was seen necessary due to the deteriorating 
security situation, was criticized by human legal      

         experts as a political decision, with no judicial basis.6  
 
         The relationship between the Muslim Brotherhood 

and Ansār Bayt al-Maqdis is still unproven, despite some media reports that state that 
members of the Muslim Brotherhood are among its leaders.7 However, the government 
consistently blamed the Muslim Brotherhood for the attacks.  Tāriq al-Mursī, Freedom and 
Justice Party spokesman, called the decision “legally flawed”. The Anti-Coup Alliance called the 
government’s moves “null” and called for further protests challenging the government’s 
decision.8 
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In light of these security emergencies, the Catholic Church in Mansura cancelled the Christmas 
mass9 and intensive security measures were taken to protect Catholic Churches celebrating 
Christmas that day. Father Rafīq Greich, the spokesman of the Catholic Church, stated that 
there is coordination between the Church and the security forces. He added that they will be 
responsible for securing the area outside the churches, whereas the security of the church and 
the church’s scout groups will secure it internally. He added that there will be explosives 
detectors at the doors of the churches.10 

 
The following day, Thursday December 26, an explosive device, in a public transport bus 
transportation banner exploded, wounding five citizens,11 while another was deactivated 
before it detonated. This was followed on Sunday with the attack on the Military Intelligence 
Headquarters in Sharqiyah governorate that injured four.12 This was widely seen as a response 
by Muslim Brotherhood allies to the designation of the group as a terrorist group.13  
 
Calls for security measures 
 
Many Copts, as well as Muslims, have highlighted their security concerns and their fear of an 
attack on churches on the eve of Coptic Christmas. 
 
Various Coptic activists have raised their concerns and requested the security forces to take 
appropriate measures to secure the churches during Christmas.  Saī’d ‘Abd al-Massīh the head 
of the Egyptian Center for Human Rights and Development has submitted a memo to the 
Minister of Interior requesting him to form a security unit for protecting houses of worship.14 
Similarly, Najīb Jibra’īl, the head of the Egyptian Union for Human Rights Organization, has 
requested from the ministers of interior and defense intensified security around churches, 
particularly in Upper Egypt. He added that various churches there have received threats. He 
also requested Muslims to go to the churches during Christmas to protect their Coptic 
brothers.15 
 
This call for heightened security also came from the bishops and priests themselves. Bishop 
Ayūb Yūsuf, the caretaker of the Mar Girgis Church in Minya, stated that security does not 
protect the churches. He reminded that security failed to protect the Church after calls for help 
on August 14 when the church was attacked. Bishop Yu’nās Shawqī, bishop of Anba Abram 
Church in Diljā, also requested a law to protect churches be issued. He reminded that the 
threats to attack churches and the phrase, “Kill the Copts” are tagged on the church walls.16 The 
churches also took their own security measures: the Evangelical Nile Synod has informed the 
Evangelical churches across the country that the New Year’s Eve mass must end at 9pm and the 
churches must be closed at 10 in order to allow security forces to secure other vital facilities in 
the country.17 
 
The Ministry of Interior has responded to these requests positively by announcing new security 
plans to secure the Christmas festivities this year. General Amīn ‘Iz-al-Dīn, the head of 
Alexandria security department, stated that they have moved all of the old vehicles parked in 
front of the churches, fearing that they may be used in terrorist attacks. General ‘Alā’ Abd al-
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Zāhir, the head of the explosives department in Cairo, stated that they will use a number of 
police dogs and explosives detectors. He added that there are secret security agents around 
churches and agents securing the rooftops of nearby homes. Security sources stated that a total 
of 80,000 security personnel will be used to secure churches.18 Meanwhile, Pope Tawadros 
tried to calm the widespread fear.19  He stated that he appreciates the efforts of the security to 
secure Christmas celebrations.  

 
Some Egyptian media sources, however, remain skeptical. Al-Watan newspaper published a 
report based on anonymous security sources that there are high-level security reports linked to 
General Muhammad Ibrāhīm, Minister of Interior, that revealed that there is a plan by 
extremists to launch terrorist attacks and target Churches during Christmas, particularly in 
Upper Egypt. He added that there will be intensified security checks and presence in front of St. 
Mark’s Cathedral.20 Similarly, Al-Akhbār newspaper obtained information on possible terror 
attacks and published this in its issue on Monday, December 30. Also based on anonymous 
security sources, they reported on correspondences between the Muslim Brotherhood and 
Jihadist (terrorist) groups to orchestrate shocking events to punish Copts and Pope Tawadros 
for their supportive position of the road map on July 3, 2013.21 
 
In response to these calls by Coptic activists and bishops, Muslim imams and preachers have 
called upon the citizens in Friday prayers to take to the streets on New Year’s Eve and form 
popular committees to protect Copts and churches during their celebrations. Shaykh Ahmad al-
Bahy, Imam of Siddī Jābir Mosque, for example, called upon the people to form popular 
committees after the threats by the terrorist groups.22  
 
To congratulate or not to congratulate? 
 
Yet another controversy that remains from past years until today is whether Muslims should 
congratulate Christians for their religious feasts. Interim President ‘Adly Mansūr visited Pope 
Tawadros in St. Mark’s Cathedral Sunday, January 5 to congratulate the Copts.23 The official 
Islamic establishment was also quick to congratulate the Copts in what is seen as a sign as 
national unity.  The Grand Mufti, Shawqī ‘Allām, has congratulated Copts on the occasion of 
Christmas and expressed his wishes that religious feasts be an opportunity to spread the spirit 
of love and peace. He gave a short statement assuring the unity of the Egyptian people.24  

 
The Muslim Brotherhood and the Alliance for Legitimacy also congratulated Copts for 
Christmas, but their statements held mixed messages in line with the current political situation. 
The Anti-Coup Pro-Legitimacy National Alliance made a statement which congratulated Egypt’s 
Christians as they commemorate the birth of Christ. They announced that they will stop their 
demonstrations on the days of celebrations as to thwart the claims of the “putschists and 
certain collaborators (who) spread rumors about 'expected' violence to cause sectarian strife or 
to divide the community.” They thus seized their opportunity to make a political statement.  

 
The statement continued: “We offer our best wishes, despite the fact that Pope Tawadros II 
blessed the military coup, which saddened us as much as the Imam of Al-Azhar’s position. We 



offer our greetings, despite recent statements by (Coptic businessman) Naguib Sawiris inciting 
violence, because we know he does not represent Egypt's Christians. Indeed, God commanded 
us Muslims to show compassion and brotherly love for Christians.”25 This statement gives 
double messages particularly as there is no evidence that Naguīb Sawiris has called for violence, 
nor were any sources given for the statement. 
 
However, in a different statement dated December 26 and drafted only in Arabic,26 the Muslim 
Brotherhood referred to the closure of charity associations on the pretext that they are related 
to the Muslim Brotherhood. The explanation of this incident was that the Coptic Church is 
“trying to evangelize the poor Muslims” and referred to an alleged statement by Bishop Bola 
that the “Orthodox Church started giving assistance to the poor families that have suffered as a 
result of the decision to dismantle the associations”. The statement went on to ask, “Do 
political differences push for all such evil?” This statement was referred to by al- Watan, which 
highlighted that “The Muslim Brotherhood is congratulating the Copts in English but attacking 
the Church in Arabic”.27  
 
Salafīs however, maintained their discourse with respect to congratulating Copts in Christmas. 
They continued to state that Muslims must ensure the pureness of their creed and that stated 
that Muslims should not adopt any signs of Christmas celebration.28 Though their stance 
remains unchanged, it leaves a particular imprint on Egyptians in this year especially with the 
growing disagreements over creed and religion. It is likely for that reason that young voices 
within the Salafī Call, such as Nādir Bakār, 29, have taken a step away from the older generation 
of the Salafīs. He made a tweet on December 31 congratulating Egyptians on the advent of the 
New Year (see below). This gesture was seen by the Nūr Party’s older leadership as a mistake 
and the Nūr Party Facebook pages shared sermons of preachers prohibiting congratulating non-
Muslims for religious festivals.  News reports pointed out that this tweet caused tension within 
the Nūr Party and the Salafī Call.29 
 
 

 
Bakkār’s tweet reads: Finally, I pray God to make the new year a good year for all Egyptians and 
to protect our country from all harm and fitnah (strife).  
Source: Twitter 
 
Fear continues into the new year 
 
Egyptians received the new year with hesitance yet much hope that it may be better than 2013. 
Fear from possible terrorist attacks lingers in the air. In particular, Copts remember the attacks 



on scores of their churches last August, still destroyed despite promises for reconstruction.  
They pray that the coming year will be a more peaceful year than the year that passed.  
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