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Dear Friends 

 
Ahmed sells bananas. He stands at a corner near 
a school not far from the Seminary, waiting for 
people to come by. There is a problem, however. 
He doesn’t take money. Or at least he always 
seems reluctant to take money from me. He 
always refuses, and I have to plead to be allowed 
to pay him. I discovered that this is part of 
Egyptian life, and that it is not uncommon for 
people to make a show of refusing payment. But 
knowing how little people are paid (can someone 

earn a living from just selling bananas?), it is always important to find a way to slip the 
money into his hand. I bought a phone recently, but needless to say, the assistant didn’t 
refuse payment, but was quite happy to take my credit card. 
 
With the Spring Equinox, the weather seems to be getting warmer, and my jumpers and 
jacket have been put away for the next several months – unless that is, I have a trip to 
Europe!  The day after Easter is called Sham el Nessim, which roughly translated means 
‘Taking the air’. It goes back to the time of the Pharaohs and marks the beginning of 
Spring. Apparently people all go out to some parkland (which will be difficult in Cairo!) and 

have a picnic, eating dried fish and green 
vegetables. It is linked with Easter, but people of 
all faiths enjoy the day, which is a national 
holiday. A time to enjoy the weather before it 
gets unbearably hot! 
 
At the Seminary, the students have their final 
month of classes before the exams begin at the 
beginning of May. In late February they did have 
a break in the routine, however, as the senior 
students (and a few of the staff like myself) had 
a trip to the south of the country. The journey 

began at 11.00 pm on a chilly Thursday evening at Ramses Station in Cairo when the 
group boarded a train bound for Aswan. Quite a few of the students were also 

Ahmed the banana seller 

Michael and Maurice at Aswan. Both 4th year 
students. 
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accompanied by their spouses and children, so it was a happy (and not too noisy!) 
atmosphere. The train journeyed overnight and 
was due to arrive in Aswan around 12.00 noon 
the following day. Unfortunately it was nearer 
2pm before it arrived, so it was a long journey. 
But there was to be no rest for us, as almost 
immediately the group got on a bus to begin to 
see some of the sights of Aswan, including the 
High Dam, which was built in the early 60s to 
provide electricity for the country, but which also 
flooded a large part of Nubia, creating Lake 
Nasser. The flooding of Nubia with its many 
ancient monuments was controversial at the 

time and prompted UNESCO to call for help to record and save the monuments, and 40 
countries responded sending archeological teams to race against time. The most famous 
example was the Abu Simbel Temple, but the students were able to visit the Temple of 
Philae nearer to Aswan which had been moved stone by stone to another island when it 
was submerged. Part of the purpose behind the trip is for the students to get away from 
their studies and relax, and they were certainly able to do this, as they stayed on a boat 
cruising on the Nile from Aswan to Luxor, stopping en route at some of the temples. The 
trip culminated with some time in Luxor, visiting the Karnak and Luxor temples and the 
Valley of the Kings, before the long train journey back to Cairo. For almost all of the 
students this was their first time to visit Aswan and Luxor, and they enjoyed the opportunity 
to see something of their rich Egyptian heritage.  Who knows – perhaps some of them may 
end up in a congregation in that part of the country? 
 

Work has now begun to replace the floor at St Andrew’s. It was 
beginning to sag quite dangerously, so it is good to have a new 
floor put in. So we are now worshipping in the Guild Hall, so 
services have a more informal feel. Meanwhile StARS, our 
refugee programme, had an enormous boost recently when our 
Bridging Programme for Unaccompanied Young People won the 
Ockenden Prize, an international award. It was super to win first 
prize, but more important was the recognition of all the hard work 
and commitment put in by all the staff members across the 
organisation. So many teenagers arrive in Cairo on their own 
from countries like Ethiopia or Eritrea or South Sudan. They are 
hoping perhaps to cross the Mediterranean to Europe, but they 
are extremely vulnerable to all kinds of exploitation. The Bridging 
programme lasts two semesters and gives the young people a 
sense of worth and also the skills to be able to cope with life in a 
city like Cairo. I have worked with two people who have been on 
the course who have acted as my interpreters, and I have been 
tremendously impressed by their maturity. There are 180 people 
working at StARS, so it is difficult to know everyone, so at the 

beginning of April there was a Fun Day to encourage everyone to mix. It was a super day 
– and lunch was good too, with a lot of Syrian food and Ethiopian coffee. 
 

Magdy and son on train to Aswan.  2nd class 
wasn't too bad. 

Araso, my interpreter for the 
Oromo Group  



 

PARTNERPLAN 

121 George Street, Edinburgh, EH2 4YN 
T:  +44 (0)131 225 5722   E: world@churchofscotland.org.uk 

Scottish Charity Number: SCO11353 
 

I continue to teach English every Wednesday to a group of Oromo women, refugees from 
Ethiopia. Just after the New Year we had some problems with the centre where we held 
the classes, so we have moved further into the community to a better place – and perhaps 
a safer one too, as the block of flats opposite the original centre had completely collapsed. 
Building standards are not always adhered to! Since moving to the new place, my class 
has doubled in size, and this has meant splitting the class, as some need to start from the 
very beginning with the alphabet. I am under the psycho-social programme, so the 
important thing is for the women to come together and socialise, but I am pleased with the 
progress they are making. 
 

At the beginning of March there was a Tearfund 
Conference held in Alexandria and organised in 
conjunction with the Synod of the Nile. I managed 
to attend it for a day, leaving Cairo early in the 
morning, and catching one of the last trains back 
at night. But it was well worth it. In one lecture a 
Syrian pastor spoke passionately on becoming 
ambassadors for peace, and then I attended two 
workshops on Gender issues and conflict 
resolution. However, just as important was the 
chance to network and get to know some of the 

participants, many of whom came from Egypt but others came from Lebanon and Syria – 
and there was even a student from Scotland! 
 
On Ash Wednesday St Andrew’s held a joint service with the Anglicans to mark the 
beginning of Lent. We were invited to the front and with the words “Remember that you are 
dust, and to dust you will return’, a large cross was marked on each of our foreheads. It 
was a very moving service, but the only thing was that by the end of the service I had quite 
forgotten about this ashen cross on my brow, so I blithely went down to the metro and onto 
the train, and was only surprised when a man offered me a tissue and pointed to my 
forehead, expecting me to rub the cross off. Obviously it was deemed not particularly 
tactful (and perhaps not safe) to be sporting a large cross on one’s brow. That said, many 
devout Muslim men have a mark on their foreheads from their prayers, while Christians 
have a cross tattooed on their wrist, but it is always better to be careful not to offend 
anyone. 
 
I am writing this because Christians are still facing a degree of persecution in Egypt. For 
many, that means being passed over for jobs which they are well qualified to do, but for 
others it is a matter of life and death. February was the 2nd anniversary of the execution of 
21 Coptic Christians working in Libya by the Islamic State, but it also saw IS bring out a 
video threatening to kill Christians in the North Sinai. This is a troubled part of the country 
near to Gaza, and tensions have been high between security forces and terrorists. 
Unfortunately after the release of the video, a number of Christian men were targeted and 
killed without mercy. This led to almost two hundred Christian families plus quite a number 
of Christian students fleeing the region and making their way to the towns on the Suez 
Canal where churches opened their doors to receive them and offer assistance. While it 
was encouraging to see the response of the churches, one of my colleagues here made 
the comment that at the back of everyone’s minds is the question, What is next? 

One of the workshops at the Tearfund 
Conference 
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Holy Week is a time when we are conscious just how far we as human beings can fall. 
Denial, betrayal and cruelty are all there, but we rejoice in God’s wonderful Yes to the 
world by raising Jesus from the dead, showing that death could never have the last word. 
The Egyptian Christians faithfully hold on to this and, where others might give up, they 
continue to engage positively and proactively with society around them to show the love of 
Christ. 
 
Trusting you all have a wonderful Easter. 
 
Colin 
 
 
Prayer Points: 

 The Christians who have had to flee North Sinai 
 

 The situation in the Sinai which is still volatile, with the Islamic State infiltrating 
further south in the Peninsular.  
 

 The young refugees who have, for whatever reason, become separated from their 
families and are vulnerable to exploitation. Pray that StARS may truly be a haven of 
peace and security for them. 
 

 The work and witness of the Seminary 
 
 
 

 
Coptic icons of Palm Sunday 

 


