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Le retour au Pere de Rembrandt |

En ce troisiéme dimanche du Caréme, nous lisons dans I’Evangile,
I’histoire d’un fils qui mene la belle vie puis revient chez son pére
(Luc 15, 1-3.11-32). Celle du retour du fils prodigue relate I’histoire
d’un homme qui avait deux fils. Le plus jeune, aprés avoir demandé

sa part d’héritage, part vers un pays lointain ou il mene une vie

de plaisirs pendant des années. Quand il a tout dépensé, pour lui
c’est la miséere. Il prend conscience de ce qu’il a fait et devient
tout triste. Il décide alors de retourner au foyer du pere
et est accueilli par celui-ci, compatissant.

Le célébre tableau du peintre et graveur
néerlandais Rembrandt, représente une scéne
de la parabole du fils prodigue, cette huile sur toile
mesurant 262 _ 205 cm peinte vers 1667 est exposée
et conservée depuis 1766 au musée de I'Ermitage,
& Saint-Pétersbourg en Russie.

Tres connue, cette ceuvre a souvent été reproduite.
Elle sert souvent de support catéchétique pour
aborder le sacrement de la réconciliation. Quelquefois,
et méme assez souvent, on n'en regarde qu'une partie,
se concentrant sur le groupe extraordinaire du pére
et de son fils, oubliant les autres personnages.

Le pére Paul Baudiquey, passionné de l‘ceuvre
de Rembrandt, il publie plusieurs ouvrages
ou il décrit minutieusement Il'ceuvre religieuse
de Rembrandt en relation avec sa vie, d'un point
de vue artistique et d'un point de vue chrétien.
Notamment, il commente abondamment le tableau
du Retour du fils prodigue écrivant que, «pour lui,
c’est le premier portrait "grandeur nature" pour
lequel Dieu lui-méme ait jamais pris la posey.
En effet, c’est bien ce groupe du pére et de son fils
qui attire I'attention et la retient longuement.

Rembrandt a une soixantaine d’année quand
il peint cette ceuvre. C’est un homme usé par
les faillites et les deuils. C'est un homme sans fard,
sans masque. Sa pate picturale est a son image:
brute, épaisse, creusée et recreusée, sans
chercher a la rendre lisse. Rembrandt sait bien
que la vie d’'un homme n’est pas lisse, mais
qu’elle a toutes les raisons d’étre burinée au fil
du temps. Cet homme qui pleure encore
son propre fils, Titus, va mettre toute son intériorité
a peindre ce pére prodigue en miséricorde.

Un visage ridé et presque aveugle, aux yeux usés
d’avoir guetté I'improbable retour. Une stature
arrondie, presque ovale, forme de mandorle
d’un tympan roman, une stature de porche royal
pour protéger I'enfant revenu. Le pere décrit
par la parabole et peint ici par Rembrandt

n’est pas un pere rigide, drapé dans sa droiture,
enfermé dans une justice de purs. C’est un Pere
qui ne cesse de descendre vers nous, de se pencher
vers nous, de guetter nos pauvres pas pour
retourner vers lui, surveillant inlassablement
nos chemins. Et lorsqu’il a la joie de nous voir
retourner, ne fat-ce que d’un pas, vers lui,
il n’a de cesse de nous accueillir tout pres
de lui comme un Peére de tendresse.

On commente souvent cette ceuvre en parlant
des deux mains du pere: l'une serait plus masculine,
l'autre plus féminine. Peut-tre n'est-ce qu'une opinion.
Mais on observe la méme part de féminité
ou de maternité du péere dans lattitude du fils
qui vient se nicher contre le ventre paternel,
attitude convenant plus a une mere qu’a un pere.
Cet homme redevenu enfant vient s’appuyer
contre les entrailles matricielles a qui il doit
sa renaissance.

Regardons maintenant le fils: il est peint comme
une sorte de condamné, ses cheveux rasés
comme un sorti de prison, sa tunique déchirée,
un pied nu, l'autre a moitié (les pieds nus dans
la peinture du 17éme siécle signifiant souvent
I'attitude d’adoration prétée aux anges), prostemé.
Le vide d’une sandale nous permet de contempler
qu’il a été nécessaire a ce fils de parvenir
a cette pauvreté, de se sentir vide et vide,
pour trouver la force de vouloir échapper
a ses emprisonnements et ainsi redevenir assez
petit enfant pour se blottir tout contre son pere,
la téte nichée tout contre son corps. Enfin délivré
de ses fausses richesses, celles de ses plaisirs,
il peut maintenant comprendre la vraie richesse
du Pere : celle de son amour sans condition.
Et le manteau royal posé sur les épaules du Pere
peut maintenant envelopper a nouveau le fils.

Ce retour est une nouvelle naissance.
La téte de l'enfant s’appuie sur les entrailles
du pere qui lui rend la vie. Le vieil homme

épuisé d’'amour est tout a la fois la mere qui donne
la vie, et le pere qui nomme [l'enfant «fils».
Tout l'art du peintre devant le mystére de tendresse
et de miséricorde qui s’accomplit.

D’autres personnages apparaissent dans le tableau.
Simples spectateurs, leur présence est moins intense.
qui sont-ils? Que pensent-ils? Une chose est sire,
c’est quils s'étonnent, tous. Celui qui nous interpelle
le plus est cet homme qui reste drapé dans
sa droiture, sa verticalité, exactement a l'inverse
du Pere qui renonce a sa droiture pour s’abaisser
vers son fils. Il sesmble peiner a godter la miséricorde
infinie qu'il contemple pourtant. Sa sévérité pourrait
bien nous faire penser a celle du fils revenu
des champs. Mais qu’importe? Quelle que soit
son identité, il nous invite a nous interroger sur
le regard que nous portons sur la miséricorde
de Dieu, a quel point nous croyons a sa miséricorde
et jusqu’a quel point elle nous émerveille et nous réjout.

De fait, on raisonne parfois comme le fils ainé,
choqués par un Dieu qui pardonnerait aux pires
pécheurs et semblerait moins aimer ses autres
enfants vivant le plus possible dans la droiture.
Mais refuser 'amour infini du Pére, refuser d’entrer
dans cette attitude de miséricorde, c’est refuser
le Pere tout entier. Et ce chemin est encore
plus faux que le chemin du fils parti se tromper
de richesses mais revenu a la source amoureuse
du pere prodigue en miséricorde.

A travers cetle histoire, Jésus a prépare ses auditeurs
a recevoir la Bonne Nouvelle: lui, le Fils bien-aimé
du Pere, s’apprétait a donner sa vie en sacrifice
par amour pour les hommes. Quelques mois
plus tard, il allait ainsi ouvrir par sa mort sur la croix

la porte a tous ceux qui veulent revenir vers
Dieu. L’Evangile le proclame : parce que Jésus
a payé le prix du pardon, Dieu peut [l'offrir
a toute personne qui revient vers lui. En Jésus-
Christ, Dieu lui-méme a satisfait aux exigences
de sa justice et de son amour.
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Problemson hold

Two months on legalisation of 24th batch of churches

25th batch approved

Youssef Sidhom

On 13 February 2023, Egypt’s official gazette
published the Prime Minister’s decision approving the
legalisation of status of a 25th batch of churches and
Church affiliated buildings from among 3730 that had
applied for legality in September 2017. Prime Minister
Mostafa Madbouly chairs the Cabinet committee
charged with looking into the cases of churches
and Church affiliated buildings that had been built
without licence. The committee started its work on
28 December 2017 with 3730 churches and Church
affiliated community buildings across Egypt, that had
applied for legality before the deadline set by the 2016
Law for Building and Restoring Churches.

The recent decision involves a total of 73 cases: 33
churches and 40 community buildings. This brings
the legalisations approved up to 2605 out of the total
3730, meaning that the committee has accomplished
69.9 per cent of its charge in the span of five years and
five months. At this rate, the Cabinet committee would
need another two years and four months to complete
looking into the remaining 1125 cases; the entire task
would have taken seven years and nine months to
complete. The Egyptian folk saying goes: “The bigger
portion has been accomplished ... what remains is the
lesser” (sigh).

The 2016 law was the first ever in Egypt to govern
the building and restoration of churches; it also
made provision for legalisation of already existing
unlicensed churches and Church affiliated buildings.
Until the 2016 law was passed, it was next to impossible
for Copts to obtain official licence to build or restore
a church. Copts, who direly needed churches in view
of growing congregations and declining conditions of
existing churches, resorted to circumventing the law
and building churches without licence. Applications for
legalisation submitted to a Cabinet committee charged
with looking into them amounted to 3730 cases the
files of which were handed in before the deadline of
28 September 2017, one year on the passage of the law.

Watani has been regular in publishing the successive
lists of churches and buildings approved for legalisation
by the Cabinet-affiliated committee charged with
that task. The committee issues approvals every few
months for legalisation of batches of churches and
buildings in various regions in Egypt, belonging to the
Orthodox, Catholic and Evangelical Coptic Churches.
Legalisation becomes final only when the approved
churches prove land ownership, pay any required dues,
and comply with provisions of structural soundness
and civil defence [safety] conditions. Given that a
sizeable number of unlicensed churches were built in
rural areas or underprivileged, unplanned urban areas
characterised by very narrow streets, and crowded
wall-to-wall small buildings, complying with standard
safety conditions has not been attainable in many
cases. Church officials complained about this to the
Cabinet committee which then decided to involve the
Ministry of Housing in resolving the issue by figuring
out adequate safety requirements according to relevant
building codes. Until this is resolved, churches have
been required to fulfil the minimum precautionary
measures, such as providing fire extinguisher facilities.

Watani prints in its current issue of 12 March 2023
the detailed lists of churches and service buildings
included in the 25th decision. They are divided into
four sets throughout 15 governorates.

The first set lists churches and Church affiliated
community centres approved for legality provided
they complete the civil safety measures in no more
than six months on the date the decision is issued. This
set includes 17 churches and 24 community centres,
a total 41 buildings in the governorates of Cairo,
Alexandria, Giza, Beheira, Sharqiya, Qalyubiya, Beni-
Sweif, Minya, Sohag, Luxor, Aswan and South Sinai.

The second set lists churches and Church affiliated
buildings approved for legality provided they
complete the civil safety measures in no more than
six months on the date that decision is issued. This,
in addition to settling any State dues required, and
provided there is no ownership dispute regarding the
land on which the buildings were erected. This set
includes eight churches and 15 community centres,
a total 23 buildings in the governorates of Cairo,
Beheira, Matrouh, Sharqiya, Qalyubiya, Ismailiya,
Qena, Luxor, Aswan and South Sinai.

The third set concerns churches and affiliated
buildings that were approved for legality provided they
complete the civil safety measures in no more than
six months on the date that decision is issued. This, in
addition to settling any State dues required. This set
includes six churches in the governorate of Alexandria.

The fourth set concerns churches and affiliated
buildings that were approved for legality but did
not comply with structural soundness provisions,
thus require demolition and reconstruction. This set
includes two churches and one community service
building in the governorates of Beni-Sweif and Sohag.

As the committee is getting close to finish looking
into all the cases that had applied for legality before
the deadline stipulated by the 2016 law, we must note
that so far the committee has issued 25 decisions the
details of which Watani has thoroughly published. The
conditions for acquiring legality that were stipulated
in those 25 decisions were: fulfilling civil safety
measures; settling any State dues; and ensuring there
is no ownership dispute. In addition to that, according
to the committee, some of the cases lacked structural
soundness, whereas others needed demolition and
reconstruction.

In light of these conditions stipulated by the Cabinet
committee, we can see that the approvals for the
legalisation of status of churches and Church affiliated
buildings hinge on fulfilling the conditions required
case by case. Accordingly, the issue remains open for
follow-up even after the committee completes its task.
I imagine that the Cabinet would need to follow up on
the provisional cases and to publish reports to explain
their status, in order to avoid any doubts or concerns
that may mar the legalisation process.
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Four Islamic terrorists were sentenced
to death on 6 March 2023 by the Supreme
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State Security Court, for killing Coptic
pilgrims in the vicinity of the Western
Desert monastery of Anba Samueel al-
Muetarrif (St Samuel the Confessor),
some 220km southwest Cairo. The
terrorists attacked the Coptic pilgrims in
two incidents almost 18 months apart: 28
pilgrims were killed and 25 injured on 26
May 2017 as their buses drove through the
road heading to the monastery; another
seven lost their lives and 15 were injured
in an attack on 2 November 2018 on the
same road after they left the monastery.
Daesh, also known as Islamic State (IS),
claimed responsibility for the attacks, and
promised more to come.

The terrorism division of the Supreme
State Security Court referred the files of
four out of 10 defendants—among them
women—standing before the court, to
the Mufti for Islamic legal opinion on
sentencing them to death. In Egypt, a
death sentence cannot become final until
it is approved by the Mufti, the official in
charge of issuing Islamic legal opinions
(fatwas). The court has set the date 8§ May
2023 to pronounce the final judgement.

Terrorism charges

The four defendants are Ezzat Mohamed
Hassan Hussein whose code name is Abu-
Mohamed, 36; Mahmoud Gamal Abdel-

Shaaban Ali, known as Abu-

Talha, 22; and Mustafa Salah Abdel-
Moneim Ali Aqiqi, 31. The first, second
and fourth defendants were sentenced in
absentia since they are on the run.

The men were charged with
establishing and leading a terrorist
group whose purpose is to obstruct the
Constitution and laws, prevent State
institutions and public authorities
from conducting their work, attack the
personal freedom of individuals, and
damage national unity and social peace.
The group is affiliated to the terrorist
group Daesh which calls for considering
the ruler an infidel and gives legitimacy
to rebelling against him, and for
changing the system of government by
force, attacking members of the armed
forces and the police and their facilities,
targeting public facilities and usurping
their funds; all with the aim of disturbing
public order and jeopardising the safety
and security of society. To attain their
goals, the groups resorted to terrorist
acts as revealed in the investigations.

Shortly after the November 2018 attack,
investigations by the National Security
sector revealed that a group of the
terrorists, among them those implicated
in the St Samuel Monastery incident, were
barricading themselves in the surrounding

19 terrorists were killed. In
another raid, the police killed two of the
masterminds of the St Samuel Monastery
attack: Abu-Masaab and Abu-Sahib. The
surviving terrorists were brought to court.

Onedeath sentence, oneacquittal
A week earlier, the Court of Cassation,
Egypt’s highest judicial authority,
pronounced on 27 February 2023 the
final judgement against 16 men for killing
the Copt Iskandar Touss, attempting
to kill two other Copts: Wedad Abdel-
Nour Tawadros and Samir Lamei Saqr
Tawadros, and burning Coptic houses
in the Minya village of Dalga in Deir
Mawass some 270km south of Cairo in
August 2013. The court sentenced one
man, Muhammad Baqi Abdel-Sattar, to
death; 12 to life in prison; four to five-
years in prison; and acquitted one man,
Gamal Kamel Yehia Abdel-Warith.
Minya Criminal Court had in 2015
sentenced three of the defendants to
death, ten to life in prison, and five to
five years in prison. But the rulings were
contested before the Court of Cassation.

Avalanche of hate

The case goes back to August 2013
when the Muslim Brothers (MB) and
their supporters unleashed a torrent of

on 30 June 2013 demanding to overthrow
the Islamist MB ruling regime that had
come to power in the wake of the 2011
‘Arab Spring’. The Egyptian army stepped
in and, on 3 July 2013, the Islamists were
overthrown and the head of the Supreme
Institutional ~Court became Interim
President. The MB retaliated by a campaign
of violence against Egyptians, specifically
against Copts. Following a break-up by the
police of a five-week MB sit-in in Rabaa
Square in east Cairo, the MB conducted
a nationwide, synchronised attack against
Copts. Seven Copts lost their lives, killed in
horrifying scenes. The bodies of two, one
of them the middle-aged barber, Iskandar
Touss of Dalga, were beheaded and paraded
all over town.Some 100 churches and
Coptic establishments—including Church-
owned community centres, schools, clinics,
two Nile boats, and even an orphanage—
were subjected to various degrees of
destruction; 40 per cent of them were almost
completely burnt, and the other 60 per cent
have suffered various degrees of damage.
An appalling 1000 Coptic-owned homes,
shops, private businesses, trucks, private
cars, and motorcycles were destroyed.

In case of Dalga, 45 men were charged
with various crimes; 16 have been
sentenced, whereas the others were on the
run and were sentenced in absentia.

Egypt Council of Churches welcomes stance of Egypt’s Anglican Church
vis-a-vis the Church of England’s decision to bless same sex unions

Crossing a ved line

Rose Hosny On 5 March 2023, the Egypt Council of
Churches (ECC) issued a statement vis-a-
vis the stance of the Episcopal/Anglican
Church in Egypt regarding the decision
by the Church of England to bless same-sex couples. The
statement read:

“The Egypt Council of Churches welcomes and
supports the statement issued by the Episcopal Church
in Egypt, in which it declared its firm adherence to the
teachings of the Bible regarding marriage being a sacred,
permanent bond between one man and one woman ...
and that any other form of bond between two of the same
gender is absolutely rejected.

“The five member Churches in the ECC confirm their
adherence to the teachings of Christ and the Bible
regarding this matter.”

The statement was signed by Rev. Yeshua Yacoub,
Secretary-General of Egypt’s Council of Churches.

In February 2023, the Church of England’s General Synod
voted to let priests bless same-sex couples living in a civil
marriage or partnership.

In response, the Global South Fellowship of Anglican
Churches (GSFA) issued a press statement on 20 February
announcing that ten Primates of the GSFA met virtually
on 13 February 2023 under chairmanship of Archbishop
Justin Badi (Chairman of GSFA & Primate of South
Sudan) to discuss their response. They declared their “great
sorrow at the recent decision of the Church of England’s
General Synod” regarding the blessing of same sex unions,
remarking that the Church of England had departed from
the historic faith passed down from the Apostles by this
innovation in the liturgies of the Church and her pastoral
practice (contravening her own Canon AS5) ... and had thus
disqualified herself from leading the Communion as the
historic “Mother” Church. “Indeed, the Church of England
has chosen to break communion with those provinces who
remain faithful to the historic biblical faith expressed in the

Archbishop Samy Shehata

Archbishop of Canterbury

Anglican formularies.”

The statement noted the ten GFSA Primates could
no longer recognise the authority of the Archbishop of
Canterbury. “As much as the GSFA Primates also want to
keep the unity of the visible Church and the fabric of the
Anglican Communion, our calling to be ‘a holy remnant’
does not allow us to be ‘in communion’ with those provinces
that have departed from the historic faith and taken the path
of false teaching. This breaks our hearts and we pray for the
revisionist provinces to return to ‘the faith once delivered’
(Jude 3) and to us.”

The statement went on to announce that: “With the Church
of England and the Archbishop of Canterbury forfeiting
their leadership role of the global Communion, GSFA
Primates will expeditiously meet, consult and work with
other orthodox Primates in the Anglican Church across the
nations to re-set the Communion on its biblical foundation.

“Given the action by the Church of England’s General
Synod, we believe it is no longer possible to continue in the
way the Communion is. We do not accept the view that we

can still ‘walk together’ ...”

Yet, the signatory Primates declare: “We will not walk
away from the Communion that has so richly blessed us and
for whose faithfulness to God and His word our forebears
have paid a costly price. What happened in the Church of
England has only served to strengthen our resolve to work
together to re-set the Communion, and to ensure that the re-
set Communion is marked by reform and renewal.

“Only then will the Anglican Church as a whole be able
to be God’s channel of light and transformation in a dark
and broken world.

“To this end, GSFA will work humbly, boldly and
charitably with other orthodox parts of the global Anglican
Church ... We will ask God to purify and build up our
churches so that we can authentically and passionately take
the Gospel out to our respective nations and assigned fields.

“This is what we in GSFA are looking forward to
as we prepare for our first GSFA Assembly under our
Covenantal Structure (Cairo, 2019), which will be from

28 - 31 May 2024 in Cairo.”

The Statement was endorsed by the GSFA Primates
of South Sudan, Chile, Indian Ocean, Congo, Myanmar,
North Africa, Bangladesh, Uganda, Sudan, Alexandria,
Brazil, and Melanesia.

Noteworthy is that the Episcopal / Anglican diocese in
Egypt is one of the dioceses of the province of Alexandria;
it includes under its leadership 10 countries in Egypt, with
North Africa, and the Horn of Africa and Gambella.

Archbishop Samy Fawzy Shehata, Bishop of Egypt
and Archbishop of Alexandria, had given a word before
the Synod of the Church of England during which he
confirmed the view of GSFA on marriage and sexual
relations. The Archbishop stressed that in this regard
there was a red line never to be crossed: that it was
unacceptable to bless same-sex unions. He said that 75
per cent of the Anglican Communion across the world do
not accept crossing that line.
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