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T 

ensions between Egypt’s 
Ministry of Religious En-
dowments and al-Azhar, 
the country’s most re-
spected religious author-

ity, have risen over the govern-
ment’s plan to make Friday prayer 
leaders deliver the same sermon 
across the country each week.

The ministry, which is responsi-
ble for regulating Egypt’s estimat-
ed 108,000 mosques and houses 
of worship, launched the stand-
ardised sermon initiative in July as 
part of a government plan to pro-
mote religious reform, filter out ex-
tremist rhetoric and the discussion 
of politics in mosques.

The initiative has yet to be imple-
mented but Minister of Religious 
Endowments Mokhtar Gomaa on 
July 15th gave a sermon that was 
based on text that had previously 
been posted on the ministry’s web-
site. The move was meant to set an 
example to other mosques.

Gomaa said that mosque imams 
would be free to choose from read-
ing the whole text or merely adopt-
ing the theme prescribed by the 
ministry, stressing the sermons 
will not be imposed by force.

At a time when the Islamic State 
(ISIS) is attempting to establish it-
self in Egypt’s Sinai peninsula and 

the fight against terrorism remains 
a government priority, Egypt’s 
Ministry of Religious Endowments 
must do everything in its power to 
combat the spread of extremist ide-
ology, Gomaa said.

“We will not let the Friday ser-
mon be a tool of division among 
Muslims,” he told imams.

Al-Azhar criticised the plan, 
arguing that it would “freeze” 
and “superficialise” religious dis-
course. Instead, al-Azhar’s Coun-
cil of Senior Scholars said it would 
provide preachers with intensive 
training with a view to helping 
them avoid “radical ideas” in their 
sermons.

Supporters of the ministry’s plan 
argue that the absence of a uniform 
sermon has led to “chaos” as well 
as the insertion of political dis-
course in matters of worship.

Egyptian authorities have sought 
to clamp down on unsanctioned 
religious speech, shutting down 
unregulated, so-called “corner” 
mosques that had been used to 
spread extremism and enact-
ing legislation to ensure that all 
mosque imams are graduates of al-
Azhar University.

Egyptian President Abdel-Fattah 
al-Sisi in January 2015 called on 
Egypt’s religious authorities — both 
the Ministry of Religious Endow-
ments and al-Azhar — to lead a “re-
newal” in religious discourse. He 
specifically asked al-Azhar’s senior 
scholars to combat radicalisation 

and promote a more tolerant vision 
of Islam.

“Religious discourse is the great-
est battle and challenge facing the 
Egyptian people. There is an urgent 
need for a new vision and a mod-
ern, comprehensive understanding 
of the religion of Islam, rather than 
relying on a discourse that has not 
changed for 800 years,” Sisi said 
at the time, calling it a “religious 
revolution”.

Sisi repeated the call for a new 
kind of religious discourse in June 
and said Egypt’s religious authori-
ties had not done enough to com-

bat extremism. “I fear that we have 
not until now found the real path 
to confronting fanaticism and ex-
tremism… We are on a mission, 
during one of the most difficult pe-
riods, not only for Egypt, but for all 
Arab and Muslims states,” he said 
in the televised speech.

Some observers have attributed 
the row between the Ministry of 
Religious Endowments and al-
Azhar to competition for the reli-
gious leadership of the country.

Member of parliament Amna Na-
seer warned the rivalry between 
the Ministry of Religious Endow-

ments and al-Azhar had allowed 
extremists to exploit the situation. 
Instead of focusing on the sermons, 
the ministry should make sure that 
there are no imams with extremist 
views on its payroll, she argued, 
adding that religious reform starts 
with choosing the right preachers 
before dealing with texts.

Her views were echoed by Mo-
hamed Ibrahim, founder of the 
Imams for Renewal coalition. Ibra-
him said that both the ministry and 
al-Azhar are competing to show 
they are the real leaders of religious 
reform called for by Sisi.
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Mokhtar Gomaa, Egypt’s minister of Religious Endowments delivers a standardised sermon, which 
was prepared by the ministry’s scholars, at Amr Ibn al-As mosque, in Cairo, on July 15th.
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A growing army role 
in Egypt’s economy 
could have a nega-
tive effect, scare in-
vestors and take it 

away from traditional duties, such 
as defending Egyptian borders, ex-
perts say.

“A country where the army plays 
the manufacturer and supplier of 
goods is a country where most in-
vestors do not want to pour their 
money,” said Alia al-Mahdi, an eco-
nomics professor from Cairo Uni-
versity. “The private sector usually 
bears an unequal competition in 
such a country where the army en-
joys an unfettered access to cheap 
fuel, labour and raw materials.”

Egypt’s military has had a pres-
ence in the economy since the 
mid-1950s when it reclaimed lands, 
initiated infrastructure projects, 
manufactured basic commodities 
and made consumer appliances.

In the last three years, however, 
the army’s economic presence has 
increased to include activities from 
supplying goods to the public to 
building infrastructure projects. 
These include the digging of a par-
allel channel to the Suez Canal and 

the design for the reclamation of 
massive land areas in the Western 
Desert, the manufacture of vehi-
cles, oil exploration and port ser-
vices.

Most of the military’s activities 
are shrouded in secrecy. An article 
in the constitution prevents public 
scrutiny of military budgets. They 
can only be reviewed by the Na-
tional Defence Council.

However, Egyptian President Ab-
del Fattah al-Sisi’s announcement 
that the army would address com-
modity price hikes shows the eco-
nomic role the army is assuming.

To control prices, the army sells 
basic commodities, such as meat, 
chicken, butter, cooking oils, rice, 
pasta, fish, tomato sauce and veg-
etables to the public at almost 30% 
below the market rate.

The army recently announced 
that it would manufacture air con-
ditioners, refrigerators, washing 
machines and cooking devices. 
Apart from military vehicles, the 
army, which also owns an automo-
tive company, will soon manufac-
ture vehicles for civilians.

These activities keep interna-
tional investors, especially those 
with no chance of working with the 
army, away from Egypt.

“You are talking here about an 
uneven competition,” Mahdi said. 
“On one hand, you have a military 
establishment that enjoys all privi-
leges, pays no taxes, depends on 
conscript labour and does not prob-
ably pay for the fuel or the electric-
ity its factories consume. On the 

other, a private sector [company] 
has to pay for all these things to 
produce the same goods.”

The size of the army’s economic 
empire is considered a state secret 
but estimates put it at 40% of the 
overall economy.

The military protected its eco-
nomic interests for years under 
the rule of Hosni Mubarak. How-
ever, during the last ten years of 
Mubarak’s tenure, an alliance be-
tween his party, which was led by 
his son Gamal, and a fledgling busi-
ness class took part of this from the 
military.

Islamist president Muhammad 
Morsi tried to sideline the army 

and that was considered a source of 
contention before his overthrow in 
July 2013.

Sisi now focuses most of the ar-
my’s economic efforts on the basic 
needs of the people and on protect-
ing the poor.

Sisi, a former general, has unlim-
ited trust in the military, army offic-
ers said.

“This is why he depends on them 
when it comes to difficult times,” 
said Samir Badawi, a retired gen-
eral. “After all, the army saved this 
country when most of its institu-
tions were defunct after the 2011 
revolution against Mubarak.”

Some say that instead of taking 

the men in uniform from the bor-
ders and the battlefields in the Sinai 
peninsula, Sisi should depend on 
civilian professionals to steer state 
institutions.

“He should instead select com-
petitive officials to solve the prob-
lems of the people, not make the 
army part of every economic activ-
ity,” political researcher and com-
mentator Amar Ali Hassan said. “It 
is the government that should pre-
vent price hikes and organise the 
market in a competitive economic 
environment.”

Khaled Osama is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.
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An Egyptian army truck selling meat and other goods at a discounted price to citizens on a Cairo 
street.
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