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Cairo

S 

ufis organised a public 
rally in the southern city 
of Luxor to declare their 
support for the re-elec-
tion of Egyptian President  

Abdel Fattah al-Sisi as part of their 
nationwide mobilisation to get out 
the vote for the March 26-28 polls.

“We have a plan to organise dif-
ferent events to back the presi-
dent,” said Abdel Hadi al-Qasabi, 
leader of the Supreme Council for 
Sufi Orders, the government body 
responsible for regulating Sufi or-
ders in Egypt. “Sisi is a man who 
has a wonderful track record in the 
presidency.”

With more than 15 million ad-
herents, Egypt’s more than 75 Sufi 
orders have strongly backed Sisi 
since he became president in June 
2014.

A second presidential term 
would give Sisi time to try to eradi-
cate terrorism, a major concern for 
Egypt’s Sufis after an Islamic State 
(ISIS) attack on the Sufi’s al-Rawda 
mosque in the Sinai Peninsula re-
sulted in the death of more than 
300 people.

Egypt’s Sufis have witnessed 
something of a renaissance dur-
ing Sisi’s presidency, particularly 
following the outlawing of the 
Muslim Brotherhood, which has 
an ambivalent attitude towards 
Sufism. However, terror attacks 
targeting Sufis increased fears of 
Salafist jihadist groups as well as 
the Muslim Brotherhood.

“Both groups consider the mys-

tical Sufis a bunch of heretics who 
deserve to be killed, at worst; mar-
ginalised, at best,” said Sameh 
Eid, a researcher in Islamist move-
ments. “This is why the Sufis al-
ways have a strong aversion to 
the Brotherhood and the Salafist 
jihadist.”

When the 2011 uprising erupted, 
causing an unprecedented secu-
rity vacuum, hundreds of Sufi 
mosques were destroyed by radi-
cals.

Muslim Brotherhood follow-
ers and Salafist jihadists targeted 
mausoleums and graves of cel-
ebrated Sufis, considering their 
presence to be heresy. Sufis often 
construct elaborate burial sites 
and shrines for revered imams and 
sheikhs.

“The presence of a burial cham-
ber inside Sufi mosques, radicals 
believe, contravenes the notion of 
the oneness of God,” Eid said.

During the 1-year rule of Mus-
lim Brotherhood President Mu-
hammad Morsi, Egypt’s Sufis saw 
their religious practices banned 
and their religious freedoms cur-
tailed. That is why when the ar-
my-backed uprising against Morsi 
erupted in 2013, the Sufis were at 
the forefront calling for the down-
fall of the Islamist president.

Before the uprising, the Sufis 
founded their own political par-
ties and ended their traditional 
non-political stance. The Egyptian 
Liberation Party, for example, bills 
itself explicitly as a Sufi party.

There are several Sufi members 
of parliament, including Qasabi, 
who has been campaigning for 
greater protection for Egypt’s  
Sufis.

“We will have other conferences 
in other cities to rally support for 
the president, the best one to lead 
Egypt at this stage,” Qasabi said.

Egypt’s Sufis have rarely backed 
an anti-establishment candidate, 
supporting Gamal Abdel Nasser, 
Anwar Sadat and Hosni Mubarak.

“The Sufis do not have any po-
litical ambitions. They do not call 
for the application of Islamic law 
like the Brotherhood does and 
none of them has been implicated 
in terrorist activities,” said Ka-
mal Habib, an expert on Islamist  

jihadism and a former member of 
Egyptian Islamic Jihad. “They are 
also always ready to offer support 
to the regime in return for protec-
tion,” he said.

Apart from the public rallies, the 
Supreme Council for Sufi Orders, 

Qasabi said, would put up pro-Sisi 
election banners and distribute 
literature listing the incumbent 
president’s achievements.

“Sisi is the most suitable to lead 
Egypt in the coming four years, 
given the enormity of the chal-
lenges facing this country,” Qasabi 
said. “He succeeded in holding 
Egypt together and wants it to be a 
strong state, which is why we back 
him.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Fearful for their future, Egypt’s Sufis back Sisi’s re-election bid
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Hoping for a brighter future. Egyptian Sufi Muslims participate in a ritualised “zikr” (religious 
invocation) in old Cairo, last March.                       (Reuters)

A second presidential 
term would give Sisi 
time to try to eradicate 
terrorism, a major 
concern for Egypt’s 
Sufis.
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gyptian Prime Minister 
Sherif Ismail’s decision to 
legalise 53 churches did 
little to impress Egypt’s 
Christian minority.

One of the reasons is that they 
are just a fraction of the unlicensed 
churches in Egypt and do not have 
state security presence because 
they are not officially recognised. 
At a time when Islamist militants 
have been attacking Egypt’s Chris-
tian minority, this is a major source 
of concern.

“The Christians are afraid to 
pray at hundreds of churches, even 
though they do not have any alter-
natives, because they know that 
the prayers will incite the radicals 
and cause bloodshed,” said Hani 
Sabri Labib, a Christian lawyer 
campaigning for church licensing. 
“There is total frustration among 
Christians because of the failure 
of the government to legalise the 
churches.”

Church construction and licens-
ing have been major issues for 
Egypt’s Christian community in re-
cent decades.

Although the population of the 
Christian minority is estimated at 
9 million, almost 10% of Egypt’s 
population, there are only 6,000 
churches in the country. Many 
Christians must travel long dis-
tances to reach a church.

About 150 villages in south-
ern Egypt do not have access to a 
church at all and most of Egypt’s 
churches are concentrated in  
Cairo, Giza province and  
Alexandria.

Many churches in Egypt need im-
mediate restoration but Christians 
say they are unable to begin resto-
ration work because of complicat-
ed bureaucratic processes. Church 
construction is similarly curtailed, 
meaning that most churches built 
in recent years have technically 
been constructed illegally and re-
quire licensing.

In August 2016, the Egyptian 
parliament approved a church con-
struction and restoration law. The 
law made it necessary for churches 
built without licensing to be li-
censed. The prime minister formed 
a committee to consider requests 
for church licensing.

The Coptic Orthodox Church, the 
Roman Catholic Church and the 
Anglican Church requested licens-
ing for 3,615 churches built without 
prior licensing. Last month, the 
committee approved the licensing 
of just 53 churches, even though 
other churches on the list met li-
censing requirements.

The Coptic Orthodox Church, 
which is followed by most of the 
Christians in Egypt, welcomed the 

move, describing it as “one good 
step” towards ending church li-
censing as a problem.

“We have hopes that the govern-
ment will speed up the licensing 

of the other churches to meet the 
growing needs of the Christians for 
houses of worship,” said the Rever-
end Polis Halim, spokesman of the 
church.

Despite the church’s official wel-
come of the government decision, 
many Christians expressed disap-
pointment that only 53 churches 
were licensed and called on the li-
censing committee to do more.

“Some Christians are deprived 
of the right to pray, simply because 
they do not have access to church,” 
said Ishak Ibrahim, a researcher at 
NGO Egyptian Initiative for Person-
al Rights. “This is a problem that 
needs to be solved if the govern-
ment is really keen on equating the 
Christians with their Muslim com-

patriots who can easily construct 
new mosques or restore old ones.”

One of the problems facing the 
licensing process is that the com-
mittee formed by the prime minis-
ter to investigate licensing requests 
includes several government agen-
cies, which creates another bu-
reaucratic quagmire.

Labib called for reducing the 
number of committee members. 
The committee should be limited 
to the prime minister, the housing 
minister, the minister of local de-
velopment and a representative of 
the church submitting the licensing 
request, he said.

The difficulties Christians face 
in securing government approval 
for the restoration of old churches 
or licensing for the construction of 
new ones does not reflect the deep 
ties between Christians and Egyp-
tian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi.

Sisi takes personal responsibility 
for the protection of the Christians, 
lobbies for equal citizenship rights 
for both Muslims and Christians 
and tries to eradicate decades-old 
stigmas related to the rights of 
Christians.

He is the first Egyptian president 
to attend Christmas celebrations at 
the Coptic Orthodox Church. This 
year, he attended the celebration 
at a church whose construction he 
ordered in the new administrative 
capital being built on the outskirts 
of Cairo.

Ibrahim said, however, the dif-
ficulties the Christians face in li-
censing church construction and 
restoration do not reflect a lack of 
political support for Christians but 
demonstrate the need for wide-
spread cultural change in Egypt.

“It is low-ranking government 
employees who hinder the paper-
work at the end of the day, even 
as the president stands up for the 
Christians,” Ibrahim said. “This is 
why a cultural change is needed for 
everyone to realise that the Chris-
tians have a right to pray to God, 
too.”

Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian 
journalist in Cairo.
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Hopes and concerns. Worshippers pray during a service at St Cyril Greek Catholic Church in Cairo.  
                                            (AP)

Church licensing still a prickly issue in Egypt
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 Many churches in 
Egypt need immediate 
restoration but 
Christians say they 
are unable to begin 
restoration work 
because of complicated 
bureaucratic 
processes.
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