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This study is a literary and ethnographic examination of The Vision of Theophilus, 

a fourth century Coptic narrative, as influential counter-narrative and source of counter-

discourse against the narrative created by the historically dominant Egyptian Arab 

Muslim state.  It shows that The Vision has provided the Copts with the means to 

articulate their identity as different from their oppressors through its function as a 

repository of Coptic ideology, history and knowledge. Specifically, it has helped them 

resist the erosion of those aspects of their cultural identity targeted by colonial practices 

through its promotion of the Coptic language, pride in Coptic history, and 

Christianization of the landscape. This study also suggests that The Vision tradition has 

helped alleviate the conditions of material and economic oppression of Copts. 

Drawing upon theories of Foucauldian genealogy and postcolonialism my 

research examines the development of Coptic identity and subjectivity in relation to 

assimilation practices. Using oral studies and ethnopoetics, this study traces the process 
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of composition, transmission, stabilization and systemization of The Vision over sixteen 

hundred years and its dispersion over a wide geographic region from Egypt to Ethiopia, 

Syria, and the US. My research suggests that the resilience and effectiveness of The 

Vision as oral tradition lies in the stability of its core message and its ability to absorb and 

adapt peripheral changes to the needs of each given historical period. Close analysis of 

this core message as gleaned through comparative manuscript study also supports 

important revisions to its datation, and enables us to claim its Coptic authenticity. 

Previously, the only academic scholarly work concerning The Vision centered on 

its diffused Syrian and Ethiopian variants while its Coptic manuscript history remained 

largely unknown. This study, which emphasizes the specifically Coptic origins, history 

and significance of The Vision of Theophilus, therefore fills a vital scholarly gap: 

Locating cultural resistance and agency in orality, this study shows how The Vision has 

historically acted (and still acts today) as a repository of Coptic history and culture 

enabling Copts to articulate a separate identity over long periods of time, and amidst a 

wide range of historical and socio-economic factors. 
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Introduction 

 

Edward Said‘s observations on the long-standing historical use of cultural 

narratives as a tool of political oppression brought widespread attention to the importance 

of counter-narratives and their possibilities for enacting agency and resistance through 

counter-discourse. The current study, a literary and ethnographic examination of The 

Vision of Theophilus, is based upon this ideological possibility. It offers a detailed 

reading of this fourth century Coptic narrative as influential counter-narrative and source 

of counter-discourse against the narrative created by the historically dominant Egyptian 

Arab Muslim state.  My choice of The Vision of Theophilus reflects my dual interests in 

literary issues of folk taxonomy and oral transmission and the largely unstudied literature 

of my own Coptic heritage. 

To understand the full implications of The Vision as counter-narrative, this study 

considers its evolution over sixteen hundred years and its dispersion across a wide 

geographic region, from Egypt as originary point to the Coptic diaspora (particularly 

Ethiopia and Syria). Such a wide temporal and geographic lens is necessary to 

demonstrate how this narrative has worked, and still works, as a formidable tool of 

resistance against cultural, economic and political oppression. I argue that it has provided 

the Copts with the means to articulate their identity as different from their oppressors 

through its function as a repository of Coptic ideology, history and knowledge; I further 

argue that it has helped alleviate the conditions of material and economic oppression of 
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Copts. Specifically, it has helped them resist the erosion of those specific aspects of their 

cultural identity targeted by colonial practices.  Overall, my research suggests that the 

resilience and effectiveness of The Vision as oral tradition lies in the stability of its core 

message. Close analysis of this core message as gleaned through comparative manuscript 

study also supports important revisions to its datation, and enables us to claim its Coptic 

authenticity.  

The dissertation is organized into three main sections. The first section establishes 

the overall historical, cultural and theoretical framework and includes Chapters One, 

Two, Three, and Four. Chapter One invokes Foucault‘s theories of power and genealogy, 

and their effect on the development of subjectivity, to outline the historical and cultural 

genealogy of the Copts as a persecuted nation. Although I provide a historical overview 

of the three main waves of persecution that helped construct modern Coptic identity, I 

choose to focus most closely on the last wave of Arab Muslim cultural persecution not 

only because of its continuity up till the present, but also because of its devastating 

effects on the Coptic culture, faith, and identity. Chapter Two introduces the reader to the 

oral narrative of The Vision, with close attention paid to its multiple variants, its 

manuscript history, and the oral culture in which it was produced. This chapter nuances 

the relationship between the written and the oral in the history of The Vision, explains the 

theoretical need to use a good representative sample of the available manuscripts of this 

tradition, and introduces in some detail the history of each manuscript used in this study. 

Chapter Three examines the pedagogic systemization and stabilization of The Vision's 

tradition through a liturgical set of texts fixed by the Coptic church and used on an annual 

basis. Chapter Four explains the theoretical methodology used in this study, and 
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emphasizes the role of oral-formulaic studies, postcolonial studies, and ethnopoetics in 

making this research possible. Although formal theories of oppression (and language with 

which to describe it) were available long before the advent of postcolonial studies (e.g. 

Karl Marx's writings),  this research makes specific use of postcolonial discourse as a key 

tool for accessing certain concepts of subjectivity in the face of cultural assimilation. 

Indeed, postcolonial discourse enables us to locate agencies of resistance in narrative and 

cultural practices. Yet at the same time, this work differs sharply from postcolonial 

theories which focus on hybridization, syncretism and the ambivalent relationship 

between colonized and colonizer, instead locating agency in the Coptic community‘s 

rejection of self-definition through cultural ambivalence and hybridity, as well as in the 

Copts' alternative ideology which accepts political oppression as a means of salvation. 

Chapter Four also explains the key role of contemporary theories of orality in this study, 

especially regarding the use of formulaic phraseology and structures as traditional 

referents (and hence as a private resistance language of communication), the interaction 

between performance and tradition, and the authentification of this oral tradition's history. 

Notably, both postcolonial studies and ethnopoetics highlight the importance of culture-

specific readings of ethnic literatures. Ethnopoetics has opened the gates for the analysis 

of literature as an expression of the genealogy of the culture that produced it. This 

research is therefore built upon the precept that a culture-specific reading of The Vision 

enables the deciphering of its Coptic history. 

The second part of this project is represented by Chapter Five: a set of three 

comparative tables which divide the different variants into narrative units (or narremes) 

to facilitate a visual reading of the narrative similarities and differences between versions.  
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These isolated narremes will form the basis of the textual and contextual analysis 

performed in the third and last part of this study. The third part of the dissertation 

corresponds to Chapter Six through Chapter Twelve. Chapter Six analyzes the different 

stages of oral composition in terms of composition, performance, and reception, locating 

resistance and agency in every stage. Chapter Seven analyzes the vocabulary of The 

Vision to reveal its usage as a storehouse for suppressed oppression narratives. Chapter 

Eight examines the role of The Vision in resisting the erosion of a specifically communal 

sense of Coptic identity through its promotion of the Coptic language, pride in Coptic 

history, and Christianization of the landscape. Chapters Eight, Nine and Ten examine the 

historical resilience of The Vision’s tradition. Chapter Nine examines the success of The 

Vision as narrative structure or genre by comparing it to The Homily of the Rock, a 

narrative with an identical overarching narratological structure that is also centered on 

another station on the Holy Family‘s route in Egypt. Chapter Ten further considers the 

resilience of The Vision by isolating specific changes in the narrative and suggesting how 

these changes further strengthened the tradition and adapted it to the needs of each given 

historical period. Chapter Eleven revises the original (early twentieth century) datation of 

The Vision and argues for its cultural authenticity based upon new manuscript findings 

and additional textual analysis. Chapter Twelve concludes with evidence that the Copts 

are in the process of rewriting their history through such long-standing oral traditions as 

that of The Vision, and ends with the hope of the dawn of a new age of cultural and 

intellectual freedom. 

Previously, the only academic scholarly work concerning The Vision centered on 

its diffused Syrian and Ethiopian variants (see Alphonse Mingana and Wallis Budge). Its 
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Coptic manuscript history therefore remained largely unknown. This study, which 

emphasizes the specifically Coptic origins, history and significance of The Vision of 

Theophilus, therefore fills a vital scholarly gap: Locating cultural resistance and agency 

in orality, this study shows how The Vision has historically acted (and still acts today) as 

a repository of Coptic history and culture enabling Copts to articulate a separate identity 

over long periods of time, and amidst a wide range of historical and socio-economic 

factors. 
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1. The Emergence of the Copts as a Persecuted Minority 

 

―No longer will there be a prince in Egypt.‖ (Ezekiel 30:13 NIV)
1
 

The Copts are the direct descendants of the Ancient Egyptians, one of the first 

civilizations to introduce writing to the world. And yet, throughout much of their history, 

they have reverted to preserving and transmitting their literature primarily through oral 

means. This curious reversal is the starting point for this interdisciplinary study. By 

relating the primary oral preservation of The Vision of Theophilus, a fourth-century 

sacred narrative about the visit of the Holy Family to Egypt, to historical conditions of 

Copts‘ existence under antagonistic political rule, we can identify oral transmission of 

narrative as a covert strategy of resistance against the erosion of religious identity and the 

erasure of historical practices. Thus, before turning to the narratives themselves, we must 

first consider the issue of Coptic identity in historical context.  

 This chapter establishes a basic context for Coptic historical identity, including 

issues of ethnic origin, by placing key elements of Coptic history in relation to three main 

documented waves of sociopolitical domination, oppression and religious persecution 

beginning with the first imperially supervised Roman persecution of Christians in AD 

                                                 
1
 Egyptian loss of sovereignty in 525 BC is frequently understood by contemporary Copts as a 

fulfillment of Ezekiel 30:13: Copts, the true Egyptians, will never rule Egypt again. Imperially 

supervised Roman persecution of Christians in AD 64 signaled the beginning of religious 

persecution for those Egyptians who had converted to Christianity in addition to political loss of 

sovereignty. Post-Chalcedon another wave of religious persecution of the non-Chalcedonian 

Copts took place. Arab conquest of Egypt in AD 639 added cultural persecution to the religious. 
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64.
2
 According to Foucault‘s concepts of the power of the state and its role in shaping the 

identity of its subjects, the development of Coptic identity through explicit reference to 

their status as a persecuted people was perhaps inevitable. Was the Copts‘ reversion to 

orality an entirely conscious strategy from its inception, or instead a pragmatic response 

crafted by generations of a community in the face of challenging material circumstances? 

Although impossible to answer with certitude, it would seem doubtful that the Copts fully 

understood the value of this mode of cultural preservation over millennia when they first 

opted for it in response to immediate forces of authority persecution.  

In seeking to define the parameters of Coptic oral narrative as resistance to 

outside forces of colonization, Foucauldian theories of power and genealogy have been 

extremely useful. Foucault argues in his essay ―The Subject and Power‖ that: 

This form of [state] power applies itself to immediate everyday life which 

categorizes the individual, marks him by his own individuality, attaches 

him to his own identity, imposes a law of truth on him which he must 

recognize and others have to recognize in him. It is a form of power that 

makes individuals subjects. There are two meanings of the word subject: 

subject to someone else by control and dependence, and tied to his own 

                                                 
2
 These three main waves of persecution are the Roman, the Melkite and the Muslim. El-Masry 

Story of the Copts and Louka The Copts, the Roots and the Struggle provide a comprehensive 

study of the history of the Copts covering all three waves of persecution. For more on the Roman 

persecution read Eusebius Ecclesiastical History  Book IV, on Melkite persecution read Frend 

The Rise of the Monophysite Movement and Mikhail ―From Late Antiquity to Early Islam,‖ on 

Muslim persecution read Samuel of Kalamoun The Apocalypse, Eibner Christians in Egypt, El-

Leithy, ―Coptic Culture & Conversion,‖ Bistawros ―The Coptic Christians of Egypt,‖ Karas The 

Copts Since the Arab Invasion , Shea In the Lion’s Den, Marshall Their Blood Cries Out, Purcell 

―A Place for the Copts,‖ and Zaborowski ―The Neo-Martyr.‖  
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identity by a conscience or self-knowledge. Both meanings suggested a 

form of power that subjugates and makes subject to. (212) 

Following Foucault‘s argument, Copts as a people can be defined as dually ―subjectified‖ 

—subjugated by outside power and also made subject to an identity of their own 

definition. Coptic identity can thus be seen to depend on authority in both senses: 

external (i.e., dependence on the State) and internal (self-knowledge and self-identity as a 

persecuted minority). Despite having to suppress cultural expression of their religious 

identity, this self-knowledge and discipline of suppression ultimately gave rise to an 

effective means of agency and culture preservation: the practice of explicitly oral 

transmission of tradition. 

Broadly speaking, Western scholarship was not widely concerned with questions 

of Coptic identity until the nineteenth century. In the wake of the Napoleonic Expedition 

to Egypt and the Egyptomania
3
 it generated following the deciphering of the Ancient 

Egyptian Hieroglyphic language using the Coptic demotic script, Western scholarship 

became increasingly interested in tracing the ethnic identity of the Copts as the sons of 

the pharaohs. Some of the most influential of these works included Johann 

Blumenbach‘s
4
 use of bas relief in Egyptian tombs to study race, Robert Knox‘s

5
 The 

                                                 
3
 For more on the nineteenth-century‘s general interest in Egypt and Coptic Egypt in particular, 

the spread of popular images of Egypt in Europe see Curl Egyptomania. 

 
4
 Johann Blumenbach classified humans into five categories. He did not use the term race and 

believed that all humans descended from Caucasians. However, some categories degenerated 

over time. He was the first to use the term Caucasian. He published his views in The 

Anthropological Treatises.  

 
5
 An English anatomist and a popular lecturer about race, Robert Knox did a comprehensive study 

of all known human races at the time. 
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Races of Men in which he concluded that the Copts were indeed the descendants of the 

Caucasian pharaohs. Myriad journal articles by famous Egyptologists such as 

Champollion, Lepsius, Sayce and Flinders Petrie perpetuated interest in the Copts.
6
 

Linguists were also keen to analyze Coptic identity through linguistic indices, and indeed, 

the very terms Copts and Coptic explicitly link modern Copts further to their ancestors. 

These terms are a corruption of the Greek word Aegyptios or Aigyptos, which means 

Egyptian, derived from Ha Ka Ptah or the Ancient Egyptian House of Ptah (Meinardus, 

―Coptic‖ 8). In current (and recent historical) usage; however, the terms are used only to 

describe Christian Egyptians in opposition to the Muslim Egyptian majority regardless of 

the latter‘s ethnic origins. 

The sociopolitical implications of the linguistic terms Copt and Coptic have been 

further clarified recently by Tamer El-Leithy in a 2005 dissertation titled Coptic Culture 

and Conversion in Medieval Cairo, 1293-1524 AD. By studying Coptic conversion from 

Christianity to Islam in Egypt during the Mamluk period from the thirteenth to the 

sixteenth century, El-Leithy brings to light an abundance of primary sources such as court 

records, biographical dictionaries
7
 and property deeds. The author then uses these sources 

to trace and document coercive policies historically used by the Arabs to force Copts to 

convert and fully assimilate into Arab culture. His work has been particularly useful and 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
6
  Many of the founding members of the Société d‘Anthropologie de Paris, like Quatrefages, 

Faidherbe, Périer, and Pruner Bey, also wrote extensively about the ethnic composition of 

modern-day Egyptians and linked the Copts explicitly to the Ancient Egyptians; many issues of 

the Bulletins de la Société d'anthropologie de Paris contain such articles. 

 
7
 Surviving Muslim biographical dictionaries are compendiums of the names of the population 

with brief descriptions of their vocations and religions. These were prepared by the Muslim Arab 

authorities. 
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timely for my research because of his clear and accurate documentation of the history of 

major changes in the composition of Egyptian society that rendered the Christian Copts a 

minority while simultaneously realigning the cultural identity of those who converted to 

Islam to coincide with that of fully assimilated Arabs. El-Leithy shows with particular 

precision through case studies of families of converts from the fourteenth century 

Mamluk period that terms like ―Copt‖ or ―convert‖ were used as epithets in front of the 

names of Christian converts to Islam for a generation or two after their conversion to 

mark that their adherence to Islam was suspect until they became completely assimilated 

(xvi). These case studies also show that only after a Christian convert had severed all 

relationships with the Coptic community, changed neighborhoods, began practicing 

Islam, converted his children and put them through an Islamic school, would the suspect 

term ―Copt‖ cease to appear beside his family‘s name; this assimilation process took one 

or two generations to complete (146-76). Such coercive assimilation policies followed by 

prolonged surveillance of converts have largely obscured the historic origin of modern 

day Egyptian Muslims; whether they were once Copts is impossible to determine. Coptic 

converts adopted Islam and the Arab culture and intermarried with Arabs. I, therefore, 

use the term Arab in the contemporary context to refer to all Muslims living in Egypt 

today, regardless of potential ethnic origin.  

Historical difficulties in distinguishing Copts from non-Copts due to centuries of 

linguistic assimilation are compounded in present-day Egypt by questionable census 

practices and techniques. Although present-day Copts indisputably form a clear minority 

in the Arab Republic of Egypt, with Arab Muslims constituting the majority, the exact 

number of Egyptian Copts is difficult to determine because of long-standing 
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disagreement between the Coptic Church and the Egyptian government on the accuracy 

of census numbers. The Coptic Church has suggested openly that the Muslim government 

has consistently underrepresented the Coptic population (Bistawros 47-8). Using recent 

church and government census figures as rough baselines, therefore, the Coptic 

population ranges anywhere from six to eleven million people, and thus forms an 

estimated 6 to 12% of the Egyptian population.
8
  

The same practices of assimilation that make it so difficult today to determine the 

exact size of the Coptic population in Egypt also make it difficult to establish an 

unwavering set of criteria through which to pinpoint modern Coptic identity. Indeed, as 

Elizabeth Oram‘s 2004 dissertation, ―Constructing Modern Copts: The Production of 

Coptic Christian Identity in Contemporary Egypt,‖ shows, Coptic Christian modern 

identity is neither fixed nor essential, but instead constructed through many modern 

forces. By focusing on the overt politicization of historic Coptic identity in the context of 

Christian/Muslim conflicts over civil rights in the late twentieth century, Oram provides a 

much welcomed and nuanced understanding of modern and contemporary Coptic 

identity. Yet still Oram omits, or overlooks, many of the important specificities of Coptic 

identity and its historical development, made available precisely through Copts‘ 

longstanding link to Christian literary tradition. Through careful examination of The 

Vision of Theophilus and its larger oral tradition, we will pinpoint several stabilizing 

criteria of Coptic identity. 

                                                 
8
 For more on the systematic undercounting of the Coptic population by official census counts, 

see Bistawros 47-8 and Karas 88-91. See also Oram‘s footnote p 103. 
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To take a brief example, Oram argues that the Copts were unaware of their 

Ancient Egyptian lineage until Western Scholars in the nineteenth century made them 

aware of it, at which point the Copts politicized this argument to solidify their political 

claims to the land of Egypt (13). Although this view may well represent the bulk of 

Western historical opinion on the matter, it runs counter to The Vision of Theophilus’ 

explicit awareness of the Ancient Egyptian ancestry of the Copts. That these ancestors are 

described primarily as ―pagans‖ is not the issue; the point is instead that The Vision 

encodes an explicit statement of ancestry and genealogy, accessible to a politically 

vulnerable population through oral means (Guidi 442). This dissertation will therefore 

utilize a much longer historical lens to seek deliberately a different perspective on Coptic 

identity. This lens both recognizes the contingency of any ethnic or cultural identity, 

based on the changing perception of historical context, yet also brings to the foreground 

the stability given to identity through foundational texts whose word is received by a 

religious community as inviolate truth. Concerned primarily with elements of continuity 

and discontinuity in the Coptic oral tradition as they relate to the preservation of a 

historic religious Coptic identity, this study also recognizes that the preservation of 

Coptic oral traditions has provided a repository of historic knowledge which has long 

been accessed and reappropriated by the Copts, and which in the context of contemporary 

Egyptian politics still continue to be. Current religious practices make it clear that The 

Vision still suits the needs of the present-day Coptic population, whether in diaspora or in 

Egypt.  

Although a substantial portion of the population self-identifying as Coptic 

Christian live in diasporic conditions today, the Copts have continually inhabited Egypt 
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since c. 3000 BC Their history has been marked by successive periods of conquest and 

domination; loss of sovereignty to the Persians in 525 BC marked the beginning of their 

subjection to waves of invasions and persecution. After the Persians, Egypt was next 

invaded by Alexander the Great in 332 BC and then by Caesar Augustus in 31 BC. Egypt 

then remained under Roman rule until the invasion of the Arabs in AD 639. Historians 

generally identify three principle moments or three periods of overt religious persecution 

over the course of the last two millennia: Roman, the Byzantine Melkite, and finally the 

current Arab Muslim. Each of these periods played a clear role in the development of the 

Coptic identity as that of a persecuted minority.  

Linguistic factors are also a key element of the Copts‘ assimilation and 

paradoxical resistance. In the modern West, few other historic peoples have been granted 

as visible an external linguistic identity, an identity as widely celebrated and as closely 

linked to turns and discoveries in the field of linguistics, as the Copts. This remarkable 

series of linguistic factors and events is best symbolized by the celebrated role played by 

the Coptic alphabets in deciphering the Rosetta Stone‘s Ancient Egyptian Hieroglyphics. 

We must distinguish here, of course, between daily language use and the prestige of 

ancient scripts: Without a doubt, military conquest and the politics of cultural 

assimilation took their toll on the daily language of the Copts. With the Copts‘ loss of 

political power to foreign rulers, their language and culture underwent change and 

development. As a part of Alexander the Great and the Ptolemies‘ project of Hellenizing 

Egypt, Greek was introduced as an official language of administration and 

communication in addition to Coptic. The Hellenizing effects were particularly visible in 

the capitol of Alexandria and in the main northern cities; here the Copts became bilingual 
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(Willeitner 315). 
9
 The Egyptian peasants in the north and the south continued to speak 

their Coptic language in its many dialects until the Arab invasion in AD 630 (Louka, The 

Copts 23). First narrated in Qus‘qam, The Vision of Theophilus’ tradition was a product 

of a Coptic region in the middle of Egypt whose primary population were field laborers 

(Guidi 441). 

At the time of the Greek invasion, the Egyptians wrote their language in a number 

of scripts, with demotic (Coptic) used primarily for day-to-day affairs. This early form of 

Coptic was written using ideograms and a few ancient Egyptian sound symbols (Takla, 

―History‖ B3).
 10

 In encountering Greek, however, the written language soon changed: 

since Greek script was more versatile, thanks to its twenty-four phonetic letters. Coptic 

adopted Greek letters and added some Ancient Egyptian ones to denote Egyptian sounds 

not found in Greek.
11

 This early adoption of Greek letters helped the spread of 

Christianity in Egypt in the second century AD, because the early missionaries and 

converts were mostly from the Greek-speaking, Jewish and Egyptian population of 

                                                 
9
 Surviving funerary architecture, coffins and mummified bodies from the Greco-Roman period 

show evidence of cultural, religious, and linguistic fusion in the North of Egypt where Egyptian 

gods fused with their Greek and Roman counterparts. See Willeitner 313-21. 

 
10

 Several forms of writing prevailed: hieroglyphic, for artistic work on temple walls; hieratic, for 

state affairs; and the cursive and more utilitarian demotic for day-to-day affairs. The demotic had 

more than 400 symbols in all, with only a small percentage representing distinct sounds—the 

majority were ideograms. See Takla ―History‖ B3. 

 
11

 Ancient Egyptian priests, who depended on the sale of magical amulets, were the first to 

transliterate these amulets into Greek characters along with a few characters borrowed from the 

demotic to denote Egyptian sounds not found in Greek. Such transliteration catered explicitly to 

the Greek-speaking affluent community that conversed in Coptic but only wrote Greek. Thus the 

Coptic script was born in the second century BC. 
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Alexandria (El-Masry 37).
12

 Unable to read demotic but needing to reach out to the 

Egyptian peasant population who only spoke Coptic (42-4), they translated Scripture into 

Coptic using the Greek alphabets. This enabled the missionaries to read it, and the Copts 

to understand it (Takla, ―History‖ B3).
13

 The relationship between the language and the 

faith was thus tightly intertwined. Notably, the first written rendering of The Vision of 

Theophilus, in the fourth century, would have been in that script.  

For centuries, this form of writing was the most common. But with the Arab 

invasion of Egypt came the forced replacement of Coptic with Arabic. In the eighth 

century, Abd-allah ibn Abd al-Malik, the Arab Viceroy of Egypt, banned the use of 

Coptic in official correspondence (Ishaq, ―Coptic‖ 709).
14

 In the eleventh century, Al 

Hakim Bi-Amr Allah (AD 996-1020) dealt the heaviest blow to the Coptic language by 

banning it from use in personal exchanges, at home, and in the liturgy. Those heard 

conversing in Coptic had their tongues cut out (Ishaq, ―Coptic‖ 710).
15

 Churches were 
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 Egyptians credit St. Mark with evangelizing them, establishing the Church of Alexandria along 

with a Christian Catechism School c. AD 50. He was martyred in Alexandria c. AD 60. 

 
13

 Because the Coptic script was used to evangelize different groups along the Nile valley, it was 

written in the dialects of these people resulting in more than twenty-five written Coptic dialects. 

Among these dialects, the Sahidic dialect of the South was considered a neutral one, and over 

time, it came to dominate the other dialects, which fell into disuse. Today, only the Bohairic 

dialect of the North survives. 

 
14

 Beginning in the eighth century, Copts had to learn Arabic as soon as possible to remain 

employable in their governmental positions, especially since these positions could be inherited by 

their children. They thus started to favor the use of Arabic over Coptic, even in the privacy of the 

home. 

 
15

 Such historical facts are frequently evoked in the context of contemporary Coptic worship 

services, and their historicity verified through oral transmission. In the Coptic Church in Miami 

on March 23 2009, for example, a priest mentioned in a public lecture that informants walked 

through small villages where houses were made of uncooked mud bricks and voices could be 
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raided if a liturgy in Coptic was heard (Soliman 49). This brutal persecution achieved its 

effects; by the end of the eleventh century, the overwhelming majority of the Copts no 

longer used Coptic in their everyday exchanges. Manuscripts provide further evidence of 

this massive linguistic shift: By the twelfth century most of the Coptic manuscripts had to 

be translated into Arabic while the original physical Coptic manuscripts were neglected; 

today most of these originals have been lost or destroyed. The Vision of Theophilus, the 

subject of this study, is just such a case: its Coptic original is lost and scholars must make 

inferences about its status.   

But although by the seventeenth century the Coptic language had been lost for all 

daily practical purposes and was relegated to religious use (oral recitation) in church 

liturgy, it nevertheless reemerged as a site of colonial resistance at key moments in 

Coptic history.
16

 Indeed, if linguistic persecution initially proved a successful means of 

effacing Coptic identity, it also proved to be a key point around which Coptic identity 

could rally. Performing the liturgy in Coptic became a continuous space for resisting 

colonial linguistic domination, and thus over the centuries Coptic became symbolically 

                                                                                                                                                 
easily overheard; even small children were subject to arrest. Their tongues were cut the following 

Friday in the public square, in front of the village‘s mosque. As a strategy of intimidation, bags of 

severed tongues of Copts were left on the streets to warn those who dared use the Coptic 

language.  In a follow-up interview given on November 27th, in Tampa, Florida, Father Kyrollos 

explained that this information is a part of his family‘s communal knowledge, having been passed 

on from generation to generation. He added that the Arab Muslim historian Al-Maqrizi (1364-

1442 AD) had documented many of these types of events.  

 
16

 Twentieth-century programs of Coptic revival have recently included the implementation of 

Sunday school programs in churches to teach Coptic children their religion; in 1961 the education 

committee of the Communal Council of the Coptic Church made the instruction in Coptic 

language mandatory to all Coptic children. Today, as a result, most Christian Coptic children and 

young adults and youth have a basic reading knowledge of Coptic. For more on this topic read 

Hasan 204-6, Louka Archdeacon Habib Girgis, and Yanney.  
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more and more powerful, affiliated not simply with liturgical recitation but also with the 

Christian Coptic spiritual identity itself. The Vision of Theophilus played a key role in 

this, since it was widely used in the twentieth century to promote the idea that Christ 

himself spoke Coptic and hence provided additional motivation for the Copts to preserve 

their language in one way or the other (Timothy, ―The Entry of Christ into Egypt‖). This 

effect of the tradition will be discussed further in Chapter 8 ―Identity.‖
17

  

Linguistic imperialism was only one of the many means through which Coptic 

identity was eroded or effaced over the centuries. Religious persecution was also 

commonplace. As mentioned earlier, historians speak generally of three distinct eras 

marked by profound and overt religious persecution of the Coptic Christian faith: the 

Roman, the Melkite and finally the Arab, arguably, the longest and the most totalizing 

(see for example Weit, Lapidus, Little and El-Leithy on this topic).
18

 The first wave, the 
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 This study acknowledges that Coptic identity is, and has been, constantly renegotiated, whether 

in the context of Egypt or in the broader Coptic diaspora. The goal of this study is not to define 

the strict parameters of Coptic identitywhether modern or historicalper se, but rather to 

investigate the role that the oral tradition of The Vision of Theophilus plays in preserving key 

aspects of Coptic oral history. To this point, it is important to acknowledge Otto Meinardus‘ 

questioning of the effects of immigration on the Coptic ethnic and religious identity. He saw the 

need to distinguish between the theological identity and the ethnic identity of the Copts as a result 

of immigration. Considering that the requirements for assimilation into American culture are very 

different from those required to assimilate to Arabic culture, Copts are able to maintain a separate 

identity while fully assimilating to American culture; it is impossible to do the same in their 

homeland. Christian Copts have mostly maintained their faith under diasporic conditions, it 

would seem, considering the number of Coptic churches, bishoprics and even Coptic monasteries 

in the US as compared to Egypt.  

 
18

 Gaston Weit (1877-1971) studied and compared the effects of Roman and Arab persecution on 

the Copts. He argued that the Copts were not subjected to physical persecution during the early 

centuries of Arab domination and that their conversion to Islam was due to economic reasons. 

Without the benefit of modern postcolonial studies, Weit was unable to reconcile Coptic 

martyrdom during Roman persecution with their conversion to Islam as a result of heavy taxation. 

He concluded that the Copts‘ Christianity was simply superficial, and explained away early 
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brutal Roman persecution, targeted early Christians in every Roman province, and as 

many sources document some of the most horrific acts of violence was committed during 

the reign of Diocletian (AD 284-305). Eusebius, historian and eyewitness to these events, 

says: 

This was the nineteenth year of the reign of Diocletian in Dystrus [March] 

when the feast of the Savior's passion was near at hand, and royal edicts 

were published everywhere, commanding that the churches [should] be 

razed to the ground, the scriptures destroyed by fire, those who held 

positions of honor degraded, and the household servants, if they persisted 

in the Christian profession, be deprived of their liberty. (351) 

For the Copts, this period ended with the martyrdom of Pope Petros in AD 31. Although 

the number of the Copts who lost their lives during that persecution is impossible to 

determine with historical accuracy, the number of Copts killed must have been quite 

large, as the accounts of contemporary eyewitnesses suggest. El-Masry, in The Story of 

the Copts, quotes from Tertullian: ―If the martyrs throughout the world were to be put in 

one side of the scales and the Coptic martyrs alone were to be put in the other, the latter 

would outweigh the former‖ (100). 

                                                                                                                                                 
martyrdom under Diocletian as a suicidal oddity. His thesis is most succinctly stated in his article 

on Copts (―Kibt‖) in the first edition of the Encyclopedia of Islam (1960); it also appears earlier 

and in more detailed form in his L’Egypte Arabe: de la conquête Arabe à la conquête ottomane 

(Paris, 1937). Lapidus and Little confirmed Weit‘s thesis. Using postcolonial ideology, 

unpublished resources like suppressed Coptic accounts of martyrdom, Tamer El-Leithy argues 

against Weit‘s theory and its supporters exposing Arab cultural persecution practices proving 

Coptic resistance and agency. He convincingly argues that the Copts were very slow to convert 

compared to other nations like Iran. See El-Leithy 13-20 and passim. 
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In the development of Coptic religious identity, the importance of this period of 

persecution under Diocletian is beyond doubt: As a result of the sheer scale of Coptic 

deaths, the Copts start their Coptic calendar with the year AD 284, the year in which the 

emperor Diocletian came into power. The Coptic church defines this original year as the 

first ―year of the martyrs‖—in honor, as El-Masry says, of ―[the Copts] valiant and heroic 

forefathers who laid down their lives for their faith, and to remain ever aware of how 

much they owe to them for the preservation of this priceless faith‖ (101-2). Beginning 

their calendar with the year of the martyrs rather than with the birth of Christ clearly 

shows the genealogical value of the historic emergence of the Copts as a persecuted 

group. It also explicitly encodes their internalization of their status as a persecuted group.  

The next period of oppression came after two centuries of relative peace and 

sustained growth for the Coptic Christians. In 451 the Council of Chalcedon created a rift 

between the Coptic Church and their former Roman Byzantine rulers (Mikhail 42-6). 

This pro-/anti-Chalcedonian schism divided the Christians of the old world: The Coptic 

Church, and the Ethiopian and the Syrian churches were labeled as anti-Chalcedonian, 

whereas the majority of Western churches, including the Roman Byzantine, were known 

as pro-Chalcedonian. From the beginning of this split the pro-Chalcedonian churches and 

the Byzantine emperors considered the Copts heretics (Mikhail 44); even through the end 

of the last century the Western and Eastern Churches considered the isolated Copts 

heretics—it was not until 1984 that the misunderstandings of the Chalcedonian Council 

were resolved.
19
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 The Western and Eastern Churches accused the Oriental Churches (of which the Coptic Church 

is one) of monophysticim, which means that these churches deny the humanity of Christ. In 



20 

One consequence of the Chalcedonian Council was the imposition of pro-

Chalcedonian leaders in the form of patriarchs or rulers, since Roman Byzantine 

emperors saw the Copts position at Chalcedon as an act of rebellion.
20

 Yet the Copts 

insisted on choosing their own patriarchs and thus many of the Coptic popes were exiled 

or went into self-imposed exile in the desert monasteries to escape the Melkite Patriarchs 

and rulers appointed by the Roman Byzantine Emperors. These appointed patriarchs 

banned Copts from religious practice, since they considered them heretical, announced 

the confiscation of their churches, and ruled that all the Coptic churches must revert to a 

pro-Chalcedonian stance (El-Masry 2, 66-79). Severus of Al‘Ashmunein‘s compilation 

History of the Patriarchs of the Coptic Church, recounts the struggle between the 

Melkites and the Copts, and importantly stages Coptic resistance explicitly not just in 

terms of ethnic solidarity, but also purity.   

For [indeed] all the churches and monasteries which belonged to the 

Virgins and monks had been defiled by Herakleios the heretic, when he 

forced them to accept the faith of Chalcedon, except this monastery alone; 

                                                                                                                                                 
recent discussions, Oriental Churches have explained that they are miaphysites, which means that 

they believe in one nature made of two. By entering into dialogue with the Catholic and the 

Eastern Orthodox Churches in the late twentieth century, they have resolved many theological 

differences. The Western and Eastern Churches now recognize that the so-called Oriental 

Churches hold the same beliefs but have rephrased them differently. See the ―Common 

Declaration of Pope John Paul II and  HH Mar Ignatius Zakka I Iwas‖ on June 

23
rd

,1984.http://www.prounione.urbe.it/dia-int/oo-rc_syrindia/doc/i_oo-rc_syrindia_1984.html 
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 There have been some differences in the way each Coptic Patriarch was appointed. However, 

the process was always an internal affair among the members of this community. After the death 

of a patriarch, a committee composed of Coptic laymen and religious leaders choose a new one 

from the desert monks, based upon certain criteria. Three names are presented in a lot. A small 

boy picks out one of the three, naming the new Pope. See Hasan 246. 
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for the inmates of it were exceedingly powerful, being Egyptian by race 

and all of them natives, without a foreigner among them; and therefore he 

couldn‘t incline their hearts toward him. (234)
21

 

This passage shows that a sense of collective identity based on oppression is already at 

work. Of particular note also are the dual sense of belonging to Egypt, and the power 

(physical, moral) to resist the oppressor that this confers. These resisting monks are not 

merely Egyptian ―by race,‖ but also ―natives‘—a single group identity which provides 

the basis (rhetorical, if not historical) for group solidarity. The Copts labeled ―anti-

Chalcedonian‖ again suffered political and religious submission, although they formed 

the majority of the Egyptian population (Louka, The Copts 250-2). Thus, not only did the 

Council of Chalcedon cause a rift between the Eastern and Western churches, but it also 

subjected the Copts to persecution in their own land at the hand of the Melkites and 

further inscribed a collective identity based on persecution in their cultural genealogy. 

The Melkites‘ persecution of the Copts ended with the Arab invasion of Egypt in AD 630 

and a new political agenda of Arabization and Islamization began to be enforced. This 

long-standing overarching relationship between the Muslim state and the Copts of Egypt 

is complex, and although it cannot be addressed in depth, will be discussed briefly in the 

remainder of this chapter. The rest of the study will ground itself in these specific 

domination practices to better highlight the role of The Vision of Theophilus in resisting 
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 This passage found in the history of Pope Benjamin in ―History of the Patriarchs I,‖ Patrologia 

Orientalis, describes the Monastery of Metras, the Episcopal residence chosen by Pope Benjamin 

after his return from exile because of the purity of their orthodox faith. It has often been quoted to 

show the existence of a Coptic National Church in Egypt since early times. See Frend, 

―Nationalism,‖ and The Rise of the Monophysite Movement, 2nd ed.  

. 
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these policies. As we will see, The Vision of Theophilus itself became a resistance 

narrative proving Coptic historic claims to the land of Egypt. Whereas the Arabization 

and Islamization project sought to erase signs of Coptic identity and ownership on the 

Egyptian landscape primarily via the demolition of churches and Coptic relics and the 

erection of mosques,
 22

 The Vision of Theophilus helped preserve Coptic history and 

language in large part by proposing an explicitly Coptic reading (and identity) of the 

physical landscape of Egypt.   

The Arabization and Islamization project of Egypt started with Islamic imperialist 

ideology. The Quran, explicit about the supremacy of Muslims, is rather more ambiguous 

about the status of Christians and Jews. Although it recognizes Christians and Jews in 

some of its verses as ―people of the book,‖ it reduces them to second-class citizens in 

their own countries. At the same time, some verses like The Feast 5:72 and 73 describe 

Christians as infidels and disbelievers, ―They are surely infidels who say: ‗God is the 

Christ, son of Mary‘‖ (5:72). ―Disbelievers are they surely who say: ‗God is the third of 

trinity;‘ but there is no god other than God the one. And if they do not desist from saying 

what they say, then indeed those among them who persist in disbelief will suffer painful 

punishment‖ (5:73). In a medieval Coptic text that survives only in Arabic, and is titled 
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 Mark Purcell‘s 1998 study explains Arab Islamic laws restricting church building and repair in 

Egypt since the invasion and up to the present moment. The introduction of the Hamayouni Line 

law, which requires the head of the state to grant permission to either build or repair a church, 

formalized and systemized the Islamization of the landscape. Among other restrictions, the 

Hamayouni law states that churches can‘t be built close to a mosque and that their minarets can‘t 

be higher than those of mosques. Purcell also cites some modern day strategies used by Egyptian 

authorities to impede the building of churches, like denying applications for church constructions 

or building impromptu mosques close by to circumvent any church building process. For a further 

discussion of this subject refer to Hasan 209-10 and Purcell 445. 
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The Apocalypse of Samuel of Kalamoun (ca. ninth/tenth century) and attributed to Bishop 

Samuel of Kalamoun (AD 695), the author laments Arabization and predicts the eventual 

erosion of the Coptic language, religion, culture and morals because of persecution. He 

says:  

Copts will give their children Arabic names and teach them from a young 

age to speak the language of the Arabs… Many books will fall into 

disuse…They will forget many of the martyrs because their biographies 

will disappear... Many churches will fall into ruin… Men will commit 

serious sins and there will be nobody to correct them. (396) 

The text makes the connection between loss of the language and loss of religious 

tradition, and El-Leithy notes that ―the author considered cultural and linguistic 

assimilation as an urgent problem precisely because he saw them as conversion‘s 

dangerous precursor‖ (9). 

Under Arab Muslim rule, Copts were labeled dhimmis, meaning those non-

Muslims living under Muslim rule who were granted protection conditional upon their 

abidance by the Pact of Umar. The Pact of Umar, another Islamic legal tradition
23

, levied 

a jizya, or poll tax, on non-Muslim males (Meinardus, ―Coptic‖ 11). During peak periods 

of persecution, the poll tax was levied on monks and every member of the household 

including animals and the dead and buried (Louka, The Copts 312). Consequently, the 
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 The Pact of Umar stipulated certain rules by which Christians and Jews had to abide while 

under Muslim rule. It is attributed to the second caliph, Umar ibn al-Khattab, who died in AD 

644, but first appeared in coherent form in the ninth century AD. It varied in content and 

enforcement by region and historical period. See Atiya ―Covenant.‖ 
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jizya was a very effective economic form of pressure because it pauperized the peasant 

population and forced many into mass conversion (El-Leithy 41-5).
24

  

The Muslim Arab state ruled the Copts using shari’a, the religious law of Islam. 

Tamer El-Leithy in his dissertation Coptic Culture and Conversion in Medieval Cairo 

cites primary sources like property deeds and Ottoman court registers to confirm the 

devastating effects of Arabization and Islamization on both the language and culture of 

the Copts (xi). He notes that ―in the early eighth century the social rewards of conversion 

were compounded by new and official and popular pressures—from threats of dismissal 

from office to harassment by Muslim mobs—leading many Copts to convert to Islam‖ 

(4). He adds that although many later regretted their conversion, their return to 

Christianity was considered apostasy, a flagrant violation of the Pact of Umar, and was 

punishable by the death sentence. Apostates were executed in public by the sword after 

the Muslim Friday mid-day prayer. Under the pact, conversion had ―immediate 

wrenching effects on Coptic family life‖ because the children of any convert were 

considered Muslims by law (4). Even if the father revoked his Islamic identity, his 

children remained Muslim in the eyes of the law and any practice of Christianity 

subjected them to apostasy. El-Leithy documents through specific case studies based 

upon court registers that the Muslim neighbors reported those children to the authorities 

if they saw them go to church or own a Bible at home (76-78). Conversion also had a 

major financial impact on the family. Since non-Muslims could not inherit from Muslims, 
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 El-Leithy‘s case studies show the extent of the pressure that the Copts had to endure. In many 

cases, they abandoned their land because they could not pay the tax, or had to sell their children, 

women or themselves into slavery to be able to pay it. However, upon conversion to Islam, they 

were no longer labeled Dhimmis and no longer had to pay the jizya. 
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Christian wives and adult children were not able to inherit land or money from the father 

if, for example, he had to convert to protect his government job (92-94). The wealth left 

by a convert reverted to the State, diverting wealth from the Christian community to the 

Muslim authorities and population. El-Leithy‘s catalogue of medieval case scenarios is 

still typical of modern-day coercive Islamic assimilation policies and persecution.
25

  

The Pact of Umar‘s restricting laws and regulations eroded the Coptic Patriarchs‘ 

authority in many areas and left them unable to promote their faith (El-Leithy 5). Forced 

into the role of political leaders and representatives of their people in addition to their 

religious roles, the patriarchs had to answer to policing Muslim authorities while abiding 

by the curbing laws (5). Meanwhile, Muslim authorities continued to promote Islam, 

through laws, schools, media, services, and family values while suppressing Coptic 

history, language and identity
26

. In the eyes of the dominant culture, Copts were labeled 

(and often actively perceived) as inferior. Over the centuries internalization of their status 
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 Extensive scholarly work has been done on current human rights abuses of the Copts in Egypt. 

For a full discussion of human right abuses in Egypt refer to Eibner Christians in Egypt: Church 

under Siege, Karas, The Copts since the Arab Invasion: Strangers in their Land, Shea In the 

Lion’s Den, and Marshall Their Blood Cries Out. These works describe modern Copts as martyrs.  

Baheg Bistawros‘ 1996 thesis, ―The Coptic Christians of Egypt Today: Under Threat of 

Annihilation‖ details current discriminatory laws derived from Islam, the problems of Islam as 

the State –sponsored religion and catalogues atrocities committed against the Copts in recent 

years. The American Coptic Union keeps an online current database and a newspaper archive of 

discrimination incidents and hate crimes against Copts on www.copts4freedom.com. The US 

Department of State also reports on crimes of religious intolerance against Copts in its annual 

International Religious Freedom report, and provides access to the yearly report at 

http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/.  
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 Education is government-sponsored in Egypt. Textbooks are prepared by Government officials 

in line with the authorities‘ Islamic ideology and propaganda. Coptic History was erased from 

school history books and many Coptic relics were removed from the Coptic museum. For more 

on this subject refer to Saidel ―The Threat to Christians is Deadly.‖  
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as cultural, political and religious Other has arguably led to further reinforcement of the 

Copts‘ identity of persecution. A genealogical psychologist, Fred Evans based upon 

Foucault‘s philosophy explains that these values and practices are presented by the 

system as ―universal‖ and ―true‖ without qualification (14). But because the Arabs still 

retain political power in modern-day Egypt, it is worth asking if certain historical 

assumptions about Islamic primacy remain largely unchallenged. It is here that genealogy 

can be of great use, seeking as it does to deconstruct these political self-serving 

constructions that presume ―a historical stability and ontological givenness‖ (Yancey 

109). I will argue that The Vision provides a historic Coptic counter-narrative to dominant 

Islamic discourse that has at times been articulated in the Egyptian context: it plays a role 

in preserving and revealing the Coptic history of Egypt and the Coptic identity of the 

landscape; it restores value to the Coptic language; and it establishes continuity between 

the past and the present, showing that Egypt‘s present and future is inscribed in its Coptic 

past. Alexander Nehamas notes that:  

Genealogy takes as its objects precisely those institutions and practices 

which like morality are usually thought to be totally exempt from change 

and development. […] As a result of this, genealogy has direct practical 

consequences because by demonstrating the contingent character of 

institutions that traditional history exhibits as unchanging, it creates the 

possibility of altering them. (112) 

Yancey adds that those in power ―establish values, norms, and knowledge that 

unilaterally affirm their modes of instantiation--political, institutional, aesthetic, and so 

forth‖(108). Because Copts were long objectified by the disavowals produced by the state 
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apparatus surrounding them, Muslims became the subjects and Copts became the objects. 

Indeed Copts were, and are, ―othered‖ in their own land, and the State forms a ―network 

of interlocking relations; a network of social, economic, and cultural relations‖ to sustain 

Arab Muslim hegemony (Yancey 122). 

Returning to the Foucauldian notion of dual subjectification via external and 

internal forces, we can understand how Copts have acted (and continue to act) as 

prisoners in their own land. Some Copts, consciously and unconsciously, disguise their 

identities and self-regulate their clothes, actions and words to avoid social punishment. 

As mentioned above they suppress public narratives of Muslim oppression, although they 

store them in oral tradition. Some keep pendant crosses hidden from public view under 

clothes to avoid verbal or physical abuse. Some avoid telling cab drivers that they are 

going to a church to make sure they are served, regardless of the presumed religious 

identity of the driver. They listen to Quran on the job, in the market and in their homes 

without any public show of resentment or complaint. They avoid eating in public during 

the Muslim month of fasting. They write and narrate their own history cautiously and 

avoiding blaming Arabs for atrocities to head off day-to-day conflicts. At times, they also 

make political public statements about living without persecution to promote a certain 

international view of Muslim rule the better to navigate day-to-day life.  

Indeed modern scholarly work on Coptic culture has examined not only cultural 

and physical domination practices, but also explicit acts of Coptic agency and resistance. 

Hany Takla in his essay ―A Forgotten Coptic Martyrdom from the 13th century—St. John 

of Phanidjoit [sic]‖ and John Zaborowski in his 2003 dissertation ―The Neo-Martyr John 

of Phanijoit‖ retrieve the historic story of John of Phanijoit (AD 1161-1211), a Copt who 
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converted to Islam, sought martyrdom through public announcement of his return to 

Christianity and was subsequently executed as an apostate. Public resistance, perhaps, but 

the narrative itself long remained private: the Coptic church remained silent about his 

story and didn‘t include it in the Synaxarium until 1988 (El-Leithy 10). El-Leithy also 

documents how Copts forced into Islam showed agency through manipulation of the 

system and the laws.
27

 He asserts, ―Modern Coptic academic scholarship projects inter-

religious conflicts in Egypt in the frame of persecution and martyrdom‖ (10).
28

 El-

Leithy‘s acknowledges in the beginning of his study that he has written his dissertation 

from an Islamic perspective focusing on converts. El-Leithy‘s study focusing on convert 

martyrs provides an excellent background for Coptic historical practices of resistance. 

However, his study of converts who resisted by manipulating the laws until forced into 

assimilation fails to address the larger issue of how it is precisely this presence of subtle 

pressure, in times when formal state-sponsored persecution was absent, that makes 

imperative a statement of Coptic identity articulated explicitly on the tension between 

persecution and resistance. 
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 He reports cases of single generation converts where only the male head of the family 

converted without his wife and children. The family continued to practice Christianity in secret. 

His brother would also convert to Islam. When either of them died, the other would inherit his 

wealth being Muslim. The surviving brother then passed the wealth back to the Christian wife and 

children. For more see El-Leithy 78-105. 
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 Hasan confirms the relevance of martyr stories to the current period. She documents how the 

Coptic Bishop Arsanious reacted to the shooting down of thirteen Copts by Islamic militants 

while attending the liturgy at St. George‘s Church at Abu Korkas, a church in his diocese, in 

1995. He told the author that he wanted to make posters for the thirteen victims in the guise of 

martyrs forming a halo on Christ‘s figure. The Muslim government saw this as a provocation and 

did not allow him to make these posters. For more see Hasan 22.  
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Therefore, although my study benefits from recent research into Copt‘s historical 

identity such as El-Leithy‘s, my focus is on the successful resistance of those Copts who 

did not succumb to conversion—which is to say, on the role of the oral traditions such as 

The Vision itself in the creation and maintenance of a separate Coptic identity.  

While Hasan and Oram have done valuable scholarly work on the twentieth 

century Coptic revival in Egypt and on the role of the Church and the Pope in resisting 

Arab Islamic policies of assimilation, both have only considered the new and modern 

policies implemented by the Coptic Church in the twentieth century. Their studies did not 

look at historic and traditional aspects of the church such as liturgy, oral tradition and 

literature. This study, in contrast, locates agency and resistance in these traditional areas 

of the Coptic Church and shows how appropriation of tradition formed the most effective 

means of resistance for this culture. Copts preserved their culture, history and faith 

through oral history and the oral transmission of collective cultural beliefs and identity. 

As a key text of the oral Coptic tradition, The Vision is emblematic of the oral 

narrative structures through which resistance to assimilation was possible, and 

successfully achieved. The Vision’s tradition provides a counter-narrative to the state‘s 

sponsored narrative—a counter-narrative through which the Copts are able to reclaim 

their history as a gifted nation, restore to their landscape a Christian identity, cope with 

their present through a Coptic ideology that exalts suffering, read their future as inscribed 

in their past, and produce a social discourse of self-affirmation and communal support 

through participation in a common history. The next chapter elucidates Coptic manuscript 

culture by examining more closely the relationship between oral and written Coptic 

religious traditions. 
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 2. Manuscripts  

 

This project studies the Coptic oral tradition and its change over many centuries 

and across extended geographic distances, via one key narrative tradition: The Vision of 

Theophilus. It further seeks to relate this change to the socioeconomic and political 

conditions that predominated at the moment when key manuscript versions of The Vision 

were produced. Our working hypothesis is that oral transmission of narrative not only 

helps preserve and define certain aspects of a culture, such as its bonds to its language, 

location and history, but is also a particularly resilient tool with which a culture might 

defend itself against extinction during conditions of persecution. Hence, we might expect 

to find that the oral tradition will resist change to the core message of a key narrative, but 

will nevertheless welcome, or at least tolerate, necessary or peripheral additions and 

deletions to accommodate changes over time--be they political, geographical, economic 

or social. The scope of this project thus requires the retrieval of the oldest possible 

written variant of The Vision in the context of oral tradition in Egypt. Placed in its 

historical context, this variant will serve as a baseline from which to compare the more 

recent written and oral variants, each belonging to a different context. The project also 

considers written variants that have diffused to other cultures outside of Egypt for the 

purposes of comparing the effects of geographic and cultural diffusion on the components 

of the narrative tradition itself, and also to further clarify through contrast how the 

Egyptian variants articulate the separate identity of the Copts as a group. 
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Although I will refer to other Coptic oral traditions and manuscripts pertaining to 

the visit of the Holy Family to Egypt for the sake of reference and comparison, my main 

focus will be on The Vision of Theophilus, a Coptic homily about a vision said to have 

been experienced by Pope Theophilus, Patriarch of Alexandria from AD 385 to 412, 

during his visit to a monastery and small historic church in Qus‘qam in upper Egypt. This 

church is said to have housed the Holy Family for six months during their flight to 

Egypt.
29

 Although Theophilus first gave the homily in that very same location, soon after 

he had reported experiencing the vision, he does not seem to have been the one to commit 

his vision to writing.
30

 Instead, the first written text is attributed to Pope Cyril, 24th 

Patriarch of Alexandria, the nephew, secretary and successor to Theophilus. The narrator 

of the manuscript affirms that he has heard The Vision from the mouth of Theophilus 

himself.
 31

 Thus, with a documented history of more than sixteen hundred years, The 

Vision of Theophilus forms the basis of the seminal oral tradition and text that the 

authorities of Coptic Church refer to whenever they narrate the story or the route of the 

visit of the Holy Family to Egypt. And, although there are other, later visions experienced 

by religious figures, and many varied oral stories that developed along the route of the 
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 The monastery is also known as Al-Muharraq Monastery and the Monastery of St. Mary. Its 

official website is www.almuharraqmonastery.com. 

 
30

 Like the patriarchs of his time who resided in Alexandria where Greek was spoken, Theophilus 

was conversant in both Greek and Coptic. He left homilies and writings in both languages. 

Scholars work from the hypothesis that he must have delivered this homily in Coptic, the 

language of the people spoken in Qus‘qam. Notably, the oldest manuscripts also make note of its 

translation from Coptic to Arabic. 
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 This information is found at the end of the oldest manuscript we have in our possession today, 

preserved in the Vatican and published by Michelangelo Guidi in 1917.  
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visit, none has the high profile or the respect of The Vision of Theophilus.  Pope 

Shenouda, the current Coptic Patriarch, has acknowledged this fact in his appearance in 

Paul Perry‘s 2007 documentary, The Lost Years.
32

 

Precisely because of its primarily oral transmission, the Coptic community does 

not currently have an official copy of The Vision in print; nevertheless, there are 

procedures under way to review all official copies so that the Church can make an official 

judgment on which versions are, for their purposes, to be considered authentic and 

authoritative.
33

 

The clear concern over authenticity is understandable; the vision is still a very 

active and integral part of the Coptic oral tradition. Its primarily oral existence makes 
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 Paul Perry is an American New York Times best-selling author. While working on his book and 

documentary he was accompanied by Dr. Cornelius Hulsman, a Dutch sociologist and 

investigative journalist. Hulsman had studied and published on various traditional sites 

throughout Egypt. Perry was also accompanied by a Christian secondary school teacher who 

helped him communicate with the locals. Perry is the writer and producer of his book and film, 

and is described in the popular media as an independent artist. Many Coptic dioceses, including 

the one in Miami, screen the documentary regularly on the Feast of the Entry of Christ to Egypt. 
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 Father Angelios, custodian of Al-Muharraq‘s Manuscript Library and in charge of producing an 

official copy for the Coptic Church, has located forty-three instances of The Vision. Unaware of 

studies that confirm that oral tradition can only exist in variants, he has put a halt on the issuance 

of an official copy until all these are reviewed to find the ―authentic‖ or ―authoritative‖ copy. In 

an interview with Father Angelios on October 25, 2009, I had the chance to discuss modern 

theories of orality with him, and how such studies confirm the existence of oral traditions in 

variants. Father Angelios was excited to know that scholarship confirms the nature of the oral 

tradition as Copts have experienced it and believe it. Upon my suggestion that multiple variants 

owned by the monastery be printed, Father Angelios said that as soon as my dissertation is 

approved, the monastery will refer to it and will publish the variants they have. He has given me 

permission to attach the first page of Al-Muharraq‘s manuscript (MS 12/24), the oldest they have, 

to my dissertation. It is attached in Appendix H. 

 



33 

finding copies an arduous task.
34

 Indeed, my own research into The Vision began with an 

interest in ritualized annual celebrations of the visit of the Holy Family to Egypt, and 

frequent partial references, with no textual reference or accompaniment, to The Vision of 

Theophilus. After interviewing Coptic congregations and priests in the US and Egypt 

about their knowledge of The Vision, it became apparent that although they are familiar 

with the events of The Vision in general and conversant with particular sections of it, 

none had a copy or had ever read what one might call an authoritative variant
35

. This 

suggests even more strongly that the tradition is an oral one that has survived for sixteen 

centuries.   

Collecting primary sources of The Vision for this project thus posed a real 

challenge, and given the unique circumstances of this text‘s transmission, it is perhaps 

useful to outline the steps taken to obtain key versions of it. In all, the dissertation 
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 Paul Perry, in his 2007 documentary about the Holy Family‘s visit, mentions that he had a hard 

time locating a copy of The Vision but did eventually find one in the library of St. John the Short 

Monastery in Wadi El Natrun. This is one of the manuscripts used in this study However, there is 

no shortage of short English and Arabic pamphlets written about the route and the visit of the 

Holy Family to Egypt generated for local and international tourists and out of general interest. All 

of these popular publications refer to The Vision without any documentation. Copies of these 

pamphlets are available online through The Association of Egypt Travel Businesses on the 

Internet (AETBI), which promotes pilgrim tourism to Egypt and encourages visitors to ―follow 

the footsteps‖ of ―The Holy Family in Egypt.‖  
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 The Copts have about eighteen churches in the State of Florida, which falls under the aegis of 

Bishop Youssef, Bishop of the Coptic Orthodox Diocese of the United States. There are 

conferences held several times a year where the members of the Coptic Community from all 

states meet and invite speakers, bishops and priests from the home country. Also, many bishops 

and priests from Egypt come to the US to visit their family members who have immigrated to the 

United States. Most of my inquiries were made among the members and guests of St. John the 

Baptist Coptic Church of Miami and the Coptic members and guests who attended the annual 

family conferences. 
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includes seven versions of The Vision: Guidi‘s published Vatican manuscript known as 

MS Vaticano Arabo 698, Al-Muharraq Monastery‘s unpublished Manuscript 12/42, St. 

John the Short Monastery‘s unpublished manuscript, the manuscript published by 

Hunayn in Kitab mayamir wa Ajaib eql-adhra, Mingana‘s published Syriac manuscript, 

and finally Budge‘s published Geez manuscript. Whereas it was easy to get copies of the 

manuscripts that have been published in contexts outside of Egypt, it was relatively 

difficult to access copies of the manuscripts either located in or published uniquely in 

Egypt. The reasons for this are diverse, but because Coptic manuscripts were not 

catalogued systematically until recently and are not a part of the OCLC, in practice it is 

almost impossible to trace a copy of an old publication through university venues; many 

times, scholars must rely on the larger international community of Coptic scholars who 

have verified copies obtained previously.
36

 The Al-Muharraq Monastery, for example, 

has stopped releasing copies of the monastery‘s manuscripts to the general public.
37

 I 

have also interviewed Father Angelios, the custodian of Al-Muharraq‘s manuscript 

library, who confirmed the identity of the manuscript copy (MS 12/42, dated 1783 AD). 

Along with this copy, which the monastery keeps in its general manuscript library, two 

other manuscripts, in addition to the one used in this study, exist: MS 9/14, dated AD 
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 Mr. Tadros has managed to scan this book and has asked me to post it online. It will soon be 

available on www.suscopts.org. 

 
37

 Girgis Daoud has published some of his work in the German journal Nubia et Oriens 

Christianus: Festschrift fur C. Detlef G. Müller zum 60. Geburtstag, and also contributes on a 

regular basis to the local Coptology journal issued by the Church of the Virgin, Rod El-Farag. He 

has worked directly on Al-Muharraq‘s manuscript in the monastery, and has a verified copy from 

the library there. He has also collaborated with the nuns of the Monastery of Mar Girgis on Visit 

of the Holy Family to Egypt and Old Cairo: 2000 Years' Commemoration which is used in this 

research. The nuns and Mr. Girgis have used the manuscript that he has provided me with as the 

basis for their own scholarly work. 
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1840, and MS 9/15, dated  AD 1842. He also confirmed that Guidi‘s published Vatican 

manuscript was taken from Al-Muharraq Monastery and is the oldest available variant. 

The primary baseline document used in this study, then, is Guidi‘s—notably, it is also the 

oldest manuscript that was in the Monastery‘s possession until it was moved to the 

Vatican library. Coptic codicologists identify these three variants currently in the 

monastery‘s possession as belonging to the same manuscript tradition without any 

significant changes.  

As for additional versions of The Vision, I located the eighteenth-century 

manuscript of St. John the Short in the microfiche archive library of Mar Mina‘s 

Monastery, which now serves as a repository for Coptic manuscripts from several 

monasteries. I have also used previously published versions of The Vision, including that 

contained in Hunayn‘s early twentieth-century publication, based on a lost manuscript, 

and the oldest of all the manuscript versions, Vaticano Arabo 698, dated AD 1371, 

translated by I. Guidi, and published in 1917. Vaticano Arabo 698, being the oldest 

manuscript retrieved to date, will serve as a baseline for purposes of comparison to the 

modern as well as the diffused variants. However, these three manuscripts, along with the 

early twentieth century publication in Kitab mayamir wa ajaib aql-adhra, (Hunayn) are 

all variants of the same tradition with minor differences, in other words, they are oral 

repetitions of the same tradition showing stability of components and expression but with 

slight variations, as is consistent with textual transmission in a primarily oral context.
38
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 Chapter 5 offers a detailed comparative chart of all variants discussed; see Tables of 

Comparison.  
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Although this study perforce grounds its analysis of The Vision in written 

narrative, using a good representative sample of available manuscripts to do so, the text is 

nevertheless impossible to understand without its oral component, and without extended 

reference to its long oral tradition. Modern retellings of The Vision of Theophilus use The 

Vision of Theophilus as a key point of reference for the account of the visit of the Holy 

Family to Egypt
39

, while simultaneously reducing its narrative to a summary told in one 

key episode along the Holy Family's route-—specifically, the episode in Qus‘qam‘s 

station. In these modern renditions, the flight has been pieced together from different oral 

narratives linked to the geographical route of the trip and the different stations where the 

family stopped for food, rest or residence.
40

 The juxtaposition between the old variants 

and the modern rendition and their relation to their socioeconomic and political context 

reveals the capacity of this tradition in providing the Copts with means to articulate a 

separate identity.  

John Miles Foley, in ―Oral Tradition and Its Implication,‖ here adds a useful 

perspective, defining oral tradition as those stories or the poems whose main mode of 

transmission is oral despite the existence of a few written manuscripts (163).
 41
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 In the Preface to The Holy Family in Egypt, Meinardus mentions Vision of Theophilus as one 

of his main sources of narration. See p.7 and Valenci 89-112. 

 

 
40

 Otto Meinardus, Paul Perry and Lucette Valensi have written about the story of the visit of the 

Holy Family to Egypt by piecing together the stories told about the Holy Family in different 

locations in order to be able to describe a coherent, continuous route from the north to the south 

of Egypt and back. 
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 For more on Foley's recent studies in orality, see Immanent Art, How to Read an Oral Poem 

and Teaching Oral Traditions. 
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Suggesting that one can speak of an ―oral register‖ even when a text appears in written 

form, Foley underscores the theoretical importance of distinguishing between oral texts 

which are performed in live settings, and oral-derived texts which reveal many traits of 

oral composition but which have reached their current audience in written format.
42

 

Foley‘s perspective has informed this project substantially.  

Like Foley, Ruth Finnegan rejects the view that orality and literacy are mutually 

exclusive, and has quite rightly insisted that oral narratives are rarely ever purely oral. In 

her essay ―What is Oral Literature Anyway?‖ she argues that ―Oral and written literature 

often in practice comprise relative and overlapping rather than mutually exclusive 

categories,‖ since in fact there often exists one or two written documents which are used 

as reference for the new oral performance (137). She also argues, based on her research 

on African oral literature, that applications of categories of orality and literacy may 

fluctuate based on the education and social status of the performer (145). Finnegan‘s 

findings are also of key importance to this study, since historically many performers of 

Coptic religious texts, like Theophilus and Cyril, have been literate and may therefore 

have depended on some hand-written notes and memorization before and during an oral 

performance. This is certainly still the case in modern liturgical contexts.  

All such redefinitions of orality that seek to highlight the interplay of overlapping 

oral and written forms speak to the oral tradition of the visit of the Holy Family to Egypt 

as it is known today among the Copts. Today, in interviewing the residents of the small 

villages along the route where the Holy Family is said to have passed, one can still collect 
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 This distinction further demonstrated Parry and Lord‘s application of oral-formulaic theory to 

written texts that reveal oral traits, as in the case of the Homeric epics or Beowulf, which are 

known only in their written form. See Foley ―Oral Tradition‖ (163).  
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some of these oral traditions as they have been passed on from one generation to the next, 

along with the additions and deletions that are distinctive of oral narratives. Indeed, 

modern and contemporary studies of this topic devote a considerable portion of their 

project to collecting oral sources. The late scholar Otto Meinardus, Coptologist and 

author of many books on Coptic Christianity, including the popular The Holy Family in 

Egypt and Monks and Monasteries of the Egyptian Desert, states
 
 in his Preface to The 

Holy Family in Egypt emphasizes the addition of ―the local oral tradition‖ whenever 

possible to supplement other written sources (7).
 43

 More recently, Paul Perry‘s 2003 

documentary about the visit of the Holy Family Jesus in Egypt is based explicitly upon 

field interviews; Perry stopped at every site on the route and interviewed the priest and 

the Copts of the area to collect oral traditions.
44

 His 2007 film documentary follow-up to 

this book, produced with the support and approval of the Coptic Church and prominent 

Coptologists like Otto Meinardus, also explicitly incorporates extended oral visits and 

interviews.
 45

 Although Perry‘s documentary is not an authoritative scholarly source, it is 
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 Otto F. A. Meinardus (1925-2005), fellow of the Institute of Coptic Studies in Cairo and a 

member of the German Archeological Society, held a doctor of Philosophy and theology from 

Harvard University. He wrote his book The Holy Family in Egypt (1986, originally published as 

In the Steps of the Holy Family from Bethlehem to Upper Egypt, 1963) based upon scholarly 

resources, field visits to the sites and on oral traditions. Dr. Meinardus has written dozens of 

books on Coptic Christianity published by the American University in Cairo Press. For the last 

fifty years, he has been considered the leading expert on Coptic studies. 
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 Paul Perry was accompanied by Dr. Cornelius Hulsman, a Dutch sociologist and investigative 

journalist. Hulsman had studied and published on the various traditional sites throughout Egypt. 

He was also accompanied by a Christian secondary school teacher who helped him communicate 

with the locals. Otto Meinardus has lent his scholarly weight to the book by providing an 

introduction. 
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 Perry‘s book and film were both endorsed by the Coptic Church. The Coptic Pope, members of 

the Holy Coptic Synod, priests, Coptologists and archaeologists appear in the film and explain the 
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important for this research for an understanding of modern Coptic identity and its 

articulation in popular domains. 

The difficulty experienced in tracing manuscripts and old publications in Egypt is 

notable, especially compared to the ease of acquiring published copies of variants abroad 

whether in Italy, England or Ethiopia--a reflection, perhaps, of historic and current 

political conditions which restrict expression of a separate Coptic identity. We have 

already mentioned how The Vision of Theophilus, existing as it does primarily as oral 

tradition, is represented in relatively few written manuscripts and texts which themselves 

are often difficult to locate; and even then, are usually only accessible to a very few.
46

 

Coptic scholarship in this field thus seems to reflect historical manuscript practices which 

were themselves created as a way of negotiating historically difficult political 

circumstances experienced by the Copts in Egypt; for many centuries they have kept their 

manuscripts in the libraries of their desert monasteries where only the monks and those 

                                                                                                                                                 
Coptic view on this tradition. The Coptic Church endorses books, tapes, films and other media 

material by adding a picture and an introduction by the Pope or one of the Coptic Bishops. Works 

that don‘t have this introduction are not endorsed by the Church.  
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 In an October 25th phone interview with Father Angelios, custodian of Al-Muharraq 

Monastery‘s Manuscript library, he told me that the monastery's manuscripts don‘t follow a 

universal numbering system because they were all originally owned by the same monks who 

copied them. When a monk chooses to pass on his manuscripts and books to another monk before 

dying, the manuscripts remain individual property; only manuscripts and books found in a 

deceased monk‘s cell are housed in the common library. Therefore, if the manuscript wasn't 

signed by its copier, and has long been passed from one monk to another, it would be impossible 

to date it without recourse to advanced codicological analysis. Only once manuscripts end up in 

the common library is there an attempt to bring some order to the collection by a rudimentary 

process of classification and numbering.  
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who visit can use them (Krause, ―Libraries‖ 245-8).
 47

 If Coptic manuscript practices 

have long been informed by the realities of Coptic monastic life in Egypt, it is worth 

emphasizing that The Vision of Theophilus itself was experienced by a monk (Pope 

Theophilus), in a monastery. 
48

 

Indeed, Egypt has a long internationally renowned history of monasticism, and 

the Coptic desert fathers are often credited with introducing monasticism to the Western 

world.
 49

 Abba Antonius, known in Europe as St. Anthony the Great through The Life of 

Anthony,
 50

 lived as a solitary hermit in the Egyptian desert (c. 251-357) (Athanasius 195-

6). Following his example, Abba Pachomius (Saint Pachomius) started as an anchorite 

but later founded Christian Coptic cenobitic monasticism (196). Pachomius, who spoke 

and wrote only in Coptic, established the idea of a monastery where a group of monks 

live together and share their belongings under the leadership of an abbot or an abbess, 
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 For a full discussion of Coptic Literature, its translation into Arabic and its preservation in 

libraries of the desert monasteries, see ―Literature, Coptic‖ 245-51. 

 
48

 All Coptic bishops are desert monks who have taken vows of poverty and celibacy, whereas all 

Coptic priests, with the exception of a few, must be married before being ordained to service. 

 
49

 Egyptian monasticism as an effective means of social organization spread quickly in Europe 

after the widespread translation and reception of popular literary works on Coptic monks, like the 

Life of Saint Anthony, the Life of Saint Pachmoius, the Historia Monachorum in Aegypto, the 

Lausiac History of Palladius, and the Apophthegmata Patrum. As distinct from Western 

monasticism, there are no monastic orders as such; there are only the categories of anchorite or 

cenobitic (semi-anchorite). Scholars therefore describe Coptic monasticism in Egypt by location 

rather than by order. There are no differences in practices. Individual monks may have different 

spiritual exercises, but these are not formalized or imposed on other monks.  For a full coverage 

of Coptic monasticism in Egypt, see  Jones An Ethnohistory of Coptic Monasticism, 

―Monasticism, Egyptian,‖ and  Meinardus Monks and Monasteries. 
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 A biography of this saint was written in Greek by Athanasius of Alexandria in AD 360 and 

later translated into Latin ca. AD 370. 
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and a set of rules to govern monastic life (Guillaumant 776-8). One of these, the 

importance of manual labor to avoid being idle, was crucial. Literate Coptic monks thus 

undertook the copying of manuscripts to teach themselves the word of God, while also 

following the Pachomian rule of manual labor. Theophilus‘s Vision records that Qus‘qam 

was a busy Pachomian monastic center during his fourth-century visit (Guidi 441). 

Today, things have not changed greatly: monks in Al-Muharraq and other Coptic 

monasteries still occupy themselves with copying by hand the manuscripts of their 

respective monastery libraries (B. Youssef, Bishop of Bolivia).
51

 

The practice of copying manuscripts in Coptic monasteries for personal spiritual 

edification caused authorship identification problems.
52

 Like most early manuscripts, 

Coptic and Arabic manuscripts frequently include a colophon that provides information 

about the copyist(s), circumstances of the document's commission, the date of its 

beginning or completion, and official sanctioning for the project offered by religious 
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 In Al-Muharraq Monastery, some of these early manuscripts are still in use in the churches of 

the monastery. The manuscripts are kept inside the altar to be used by the priests and deacons in 

the liturgy. Even with the advent of photocopying machines, monks largely prefer the use of 

manually rendered manuscripts, since these are often larger and clearer than any photocopy. But 

some photocopies are made available to be used by the other monks so that they can follow the 

liturgy.  A deacon named Ramy Youssef, who serves in the churches of Al-Muharraq monastery, 

told me in an interview that they use a Coptic manuscript to recite the Psalms during services 

because printed copies of its Coptic translation are hard to come by nowadays. Naturally these 

manuscripts will eventually wear, and a new copy will be made by another monk 

 
52

 Father Angelios has also explained that this practice causes classification problems for him in 

the Manuscript Library. For example, MS 12/42 is grouped under St. Anthony‘s Letters although 

it has nothing to do with these letters. Father Angelios clarified that the monk who wrote this 

manuscript for his own edification copied the letters of St. Anthony as well in the same 

manuscript for his own personal use. Unable to separate The Vision from The Letters, when the 

manuscript landed in the library The Vision was left under the title of The Letters of St. Anthony. 

 



42 

figures of authority.
 53

 But since the Coptic tradition has historically aligned itself with 

asceticism, many Coptic manuscripts deliberately omit the name of the copyist and in fact 

it is still common Coptic practice to have scholarly works written by anonymous 

monks;
54

 monastic life in this culture focuses on erasing both identity and time in 

anticipation of eternal life.
 55

 In light of these practices, past generations of codicologists 

have even argued that The Vision of Theophilus should be considered an apocryphal text; 

indeed, Mingana adopts this view in his 1931 commentary on The Vision’s manuscript 

(3). 
56

 

Anonymity in manuscript culture is by no means a uniquely Coptic phenomenon, 

of course. A. J. Minnis, in his seminal 1984 study Medieval Theory of Authorship, 

confirms the ubiquity of anonymous manuscripts in Western medieval manuscript culture 

as well, and explores the continuum of anonymity and formal scribal recognition of the 

written medieval work. As Minnis shows, in the Western tradition such scribal anonymity 
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 For a full coverage of the use of colophons in Coptic manuscripts, see Kraus ―Colophon‖ 634-

5. 

 
54

 Even today, it is common practice that works by monks and nuns are rarely signed. All 

resources used in this research and that were written by monks and nuns are therefore published 

listed under the name of the monastery i.e. Al-Muharraq Monastery Mount Qus’qam Monastery, 

and MarGirgis Monastery Visit of the Holy Family to Egypt and Old Cairo. 

 
55

 Copts who choose monastic life undergo a religious ritual during which the liturgy of the dead 

is prayed on them to indicate their death to the world. After this ritual they lose their secular 

names and identities and are given a new first name. Following this liturgy, they start their 

monastic life in the desert and are only known by this new name. People then refer to them as 

―Abba,‖ meaning father followed by their newly assigned name. Sometimes the name of the 

monastery in which they reside is added.  

 
56

 See the chapter titled ―Authenticity‖ for further discussion of the erroneous dating of this 

manuscript. 
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is often attributed by the medieval scribe himself to a fear of being associated with errors 

or poor style (194). Interestingly, the anonymous scribe of Al-Muharraq Monastery‘s 

manuscript displays both concerns: in the colophon he writes that he hopes those who 

find an error in his manuscript would correct it, and adds that his name is unworthy of 

being mentioned because of his many sins. At the same time, he mentions the name of his 

predecessor who ―took care of the homily‖ (MS12/42 22). At times, such remarks have 

helped date certain manuscripts; they certainly give insight into the process by which the 

manuscript was moved from hand to hand in the monastery. And although the anonymity 

of scribes and the lack of a copying trail pauses problems to modern scholars, the Coptic 

religious community has proven more generally tolerant of the anonymity of scribes, as 

long as they trust that the original was narrated by a trustworthy person like their 23rd 

Patriarch.  

The Coptic attitude towards the narrator of this tradition as an authority on the 

subject is also reminiscent of Minnis‘ description of medieval auctoritas—a complex 

multi-staged process through which authorial validity is ascribed to a work, and which 

assigns knowledge and creditability beyond doubt to the author due to the author‘s status 

and proven knowledge.
57

 The weight given to true auctoritas tends to undermine the role 

of the scribe in comparison to the narrator. Notably, in the case of The Vision of 

Theophilus, two of the three of the Arabic manuscripts used in this study do not carry the 

name of their scribes, although the scribe of Al-Muharraq‘s mentions in the colophon the 

name of his predecessor, the monk Mikhail who ―took care‖ of that homily. St. John the 
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 For a further exploration of medieval scribal notions of auctoritas, see Minnis Medieval Theory 

of Authorship. 
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Short‘s manuscript is dated but does not carry the name of the scribe (217). Our baseline 

manuscript for this study, MS Vaticano Arabo 698, is unique in its colophonic inclusion 

of date, name of the scribe, and Superior of the monastery at the time of the manuscript's 

rendering (Richard 44). 

One of the most studied aspects of manuscript culture writ large is the effect of 

geographic diffusion on a particular text or textual tradition, as traceable through changes 

in physical manuscripts. We are lucky to be able to study this process in the tradition of 

The Vision of Theophilus. The Vision was dispersed via oral routes of transmission to 

nearby cultures and societies that shared the Coptic faith, specifically both the Ethiopic 

and Syriac cultures. These churches shared the non-Chalcedonian faith and professed 

miaphistism in the AD 451 Council of Chalcedon
58

; further, both Ethiopian and Syrian 

monks pursued ascetic life with the Egyptian desert fathers inside Coptic monasteries. 

Through their interaction with the Coptic monks, they came to know about The Vision’s 

tradition and in turn transmitted it to their respective cultures. 
59

 

Scholarship of MS Vaticano Arabo 698 is indebted to both scholars Budge and 

Mingana for retrieving, translating and publishing the manuscripts of these diffused 

variants into English from Ethiopic and Syriac respectively. Sir Wallis Butler, keeper of 

the Department of Egyptian and Assyrian Antiquities in the British Museum, translated 

the Geez fifteenth-century manuscript (Lady Meux MSS Nos 2-5) into English and 

published it in 1933 under the title Legends of Our Lady Mary, the Perpetual Virgin and 

Her Mother Hanna. The Vision of Theophilus was one of the legends contained therein. 
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 Refer to footnote 20 of this study for an explanation of these churches stance and miaphistism. 

 
59

 A discussion of this diffusion and its effects is found in Chapter X ―Changes in the Tradition.‖ 
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In the preface, Butler explains that the manuscript was retrieved by a British officer who 

served in the British expedition to Abyssinia in 1867 and who later sold it to an English 

dealer (E. A. Budge, Legends vii). The manuscript, which included a number of stories 

about Hanna and the Virgin Mary, was later acquired by Lady Meux in 1897. Lady Meux 

published the manuscript for private circulation in 1899. Although Budge undertook its 

translation and publication in 1933, he does not include any critical apparatus for the 

work but simply acknowledges that some of the stories are of Egyptian origin (xiii). 

  Similarly, Alphonse Mingana translated and published the Syriac variant of The 

Vision of Theophilus using three extant Syriac manuscripts. In the prefatory note, 

Mingana explained that he owned two of the three manuscripts, Mingana Syr. 5, dated 

AD 1479, and Mingana Syr 48, dated AD 1906.  The later is a copy of an older 

manuscript, dated AD 1757 (I). The third manuscript, known as Borgiano Siriaco 128, 

dated AD 1720, is kept in the Vatican‘s manuscript library (I). His translation, based 

upon M 48, the only complete text of all three, has relegated the variants of M 5 and the 

Borgiano Siriaco 128 to the footnotes (II). Mingana translated and published The Vision 

in Woodbrooke Studies in 1931. Mingana also owned two Arabic manuscripts of The 

Vision (known as the Garshuni manuscripts), retrieved in Syria, although he did not 

incorporate them in his edition because they were a translation from the Syriac 

manuscripts M48 or M5, which he translated into English (II).  

Mingana‘s scholarly work on this tradition has been, by far, the most influential, 

for several key reasons. His translation was based on older manuscripts, and compared to 

Budge‘s, the Syriac variant did not have any significant omissions unlike the Ethiopic. 

He used a linguistic critical apparatus employing his knowledge of both Syriac and 
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Arabic to catalogue the Arabic words used in the Syriac variant in the absence of a Syriac 

equivalent. Mingana demonstrates in his introduction that the Syriac manuscripts that he 

worked with are translations from Arabic. However, he also indicates that the document 

is ―thoroughly Coptic in origin‖ despite its translation from Arabic. In explaining the 

document's relationship to Syriac culture, Mingana explains that its only link to the 

Syrians is its translation by a ―Western Syrian Monophysite who lived in or near Egypt‖ 

(7), 
60

 and thus, that his variant has diffused to Syria through religious affiliation.  

But while any study of The Vision must be attributed to Mingana for his 

translation, linguistic analysis, and tracking of the Coptic origin of this tradition, the 

current study revises his datation of the tradition on which he based his belief in the 

inauthenticity of the wider Vision tradition.
61

 Specifically, it is worth noting that 

Mingana‘s avid interest in identifying the ―veritable‖ origins of this document are sharply 

at odds with the main concerns of present-day oral-formulaic studies: a focus on 

continuity of tradition and the constant interplay between the oral and the written. His 

view has been challenged recently by additional discoveries, as in Boud‘hors and Botros‘ 

publication of a much earlier Coptic homily known as The Homily of the Church of the 

Rock (Boud'hors and Botros, L'Homelie). This fifth-century homily refers to and 

summarizes The Vision, and thus also challenges Mingana‘s dating. Importantly, this 

recent finding also supports the Coptic oral tradition itself, which claims a fourth/fifth 
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 Mingana says that in all three manuscripts The Vision is entitled the Third Book and is part of a 

work divided into five books containing the life of the Virgin and Jesus. 

 
61

 Based upon textual evidence like names of locations, Mingana dated the tradition to somewhere 

between the eleventh and the fifteenth centuries. As such, he had to conclude that the tradition is 

inauthentic. He went as far as to suggest another potential author, a ―Bishop Cyriacus‖ who had 

written another homily on the visit of the Holy Family. See Mingana 4. 
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century narration and authorship for The Vision. Additionally, another Coptic fourth/fifth 

century papyrus that talks about the Holy Family‘s visit was found recently, and has just 

been translated and published (―New‖), thus further confirming The Vision‘s late fourth-

century history.  

With the benefit of oral-formulaic studies as well as recent manuscript 

discoveries, this project will further argue in Chapter 11 that the wider Vision tradition is 

indeed authentic, and an explicit product of the late fourth-century Coptic community. 

One of the main objectives of this study is to establish the authenticity of The Vision’s 

tradition as a product of its cultural time and place through comparison with this papyrus 

and The Homily of the Church of the Rock. Although no Coptic manuscript of The Vision 

survives from as far back as the fourth/fifth century, a contemporaneous Coptic papyrus, 

written in the fayyoumic Coptic dialect and which speaks about the visit of the Holy 

Family to Egypt, was located in a museum in Germany. In 1960 it was acquired by the 

University of Cologne. In June 6, 1998, Al-Ahram newspaper announced on its first page 

in an article titled ―New Papyrus Proves Jesus Was in Egypt‖ that prominent Coptologist 

and historian Gesa Schenke had published and translated the papyrus in the German 

Journal, Kolner Papyri 8 (See also Schenke). 
62

 The finding and the publication of this 

papyrus has done much to change Coptic scholars‘ understanding of the manuscript 

tradition while supporting Coptic religious authorities‘ traditional beliefs. 
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 Schenke was kind enough to email me a link to an online copy of the papyrus at 

http://www.uni-koeln.de/phil-ak/ifa/NRWakademie/papyrologie/Karte/VIII_354.html, as well as 

her translation in the academic journal P. Koeln 8 and a copy of her 1998 interview with Zinda 

Magazine, a religious Syrian periodical, explaining her point of view on the style, the meaning 

and the significance of this papyrus. See Schenke. 
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What exactly does the papyrus tell us? Its central importance is the inclusion of 

details of the visit of the Holy Family to Egypt, historically only known through The 

Vision of Theophilus. The Coptic Church and community bases its knowledge of the 

route taken by the Holy Family in Egypt, the date of their entry into Egypt, and the 

duration of their stay in Qus‘qam solely on The Vision’s tradition. The Coptic Church 

celebrates the Holy Family‘s entry into Egypt on the 24th of the Coptic month of 

Bashans.
 63

 The papyrus says that God addresses Egypt saying, ―you will become my 

footstool in Bashans,‖
 64

  mentioning the Coptic month of Bashans as the month of the 

visit of the Holy Family to Egypt, and indicating that the date of the visit mentioned in 

The Vision was known since the fourth/fifth century. It also reiterates the central 

messages of The Vision of Theophilus: that Egypt is blessed because of the visit of the 

Holy Family, that the visit took place in the Coptic month of Bashans and lasted three 
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 24th Bashans of the Coptic year falls on June 1st. 

 
64

 The Papyrus is made up of three strips. The first strip details a set of good and bad prophecies 

about Egypt. The first set predicts marvelous events in Egypt as a result of divine plan. It says, 

―My twelve sons will visit you and the kings of the countries will honor you…You will become 

my footstool in Bashans.‖ It adds that God planned that Egypt would have a position of global 

leadership during which time it will be extremely fertile and its water supply will be secured. This 

is followed by prophecies of a period of lawlessness and destruction, after which Egypt‘s strength 

will be renewed. Its faith and love of God is manifested in its 3721 martyrs. The second strip 

counts Egypt‘s blessings of sun, humidity and plentiful plants. It then adds, ―the childhood of my 

son will be spent in you, three years and eleven months,‖ and the spirit of God will not depart 

from Egypt. The third strip mentions that every country has an angel assigned to it. Although the 

papyrus has some evil prophecies for Egypt, most of it is devoted to good prophecies. The author 

asks the readers to answer with Amens to each favorable prophecy. Gesa Schenke, in her 

interview with Zinda, noted that the literary genre of this papyrus is difficult to determine since it 

is taken out of context. 
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years and eleven months, and that the twelve disciples also visited Egypt. These 

messages are highlighted strongly in The Vision of Theophilus.
 65

 

Let us return briefly to two of our core manuscripts, both Arabic manuscripts of 

The Vision of Theophilus: Vaticano Arabo 698, dated AD 1371, and Vaticano Arabo 170, 

dated AD 1719 (Guidi 387). Vaticano Arabo 698 is the oldest extant Arabic manuscript 

of The Vision available today. In 1971, Michelangelo Guidi published the Vaticano 

Arabo 698, along with an introduction tracing other available manuscripts. He also 

included a study comparing that manuscript to the Ethiopic and the Syriac, which were 

already published. Guidi concluded that V 698 is similar to the Ethiopic and the Syriac 

variants (387), and although he did not use or publish Vaticano Arabo 170 because of its 

brevity and difference he referenced it in the footnotes of his V 698 publication whenever 

a difference between the treated versions arose. 

V 698 is written in Kufic, an old Arabic script that predominated during the early 

middle ages. The manuscript is in excellent condition. According to M. Richard in his 

essay ―Les Ecrits De Theophile D‘Alexandrie,‖ published in Le Museon in 1939, the last 

pages of this manuscript (p. 467-9) were found detached in another Vaticano Arabo 

Codex  (V 1481). In reading the colophon, he noticed that M. G. Levi della Vida had 

written, ―Celui qui a commandé la traduction de cette homélie du copte en arabe a été le 

saint Père et higoumene Iacoub, supérieur du Couvent de Notre-Dame connu sous le nom 
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 The prophecy ―my 12 sons will visit you‖ coincides with the last episode narrated in The 

Vision of Theophilus regarding the second visit of Christ and the twelve disciples to Egypt on a 

cloud to consecrate the church of Qus‘qam. See Guidi 466. The angel assigned to each country 

coincides with an episode in The Homily of the Church of the Rock, which narrates The Vision in 

which Christ speaks with the angel assigned to Egypt. See Patrologia Orientalis Texte B, 130..   
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de Al-Muharraq. Cette copie a été terminée le samedi 22 autour de l‘an 1001[de l‘ère des 

martyres] correspondant au 8 Ramadan de l‘an 683 [de l‘hegire]‖
66

(44). It seems it was 

copied again in AD 1371. I remind the reader that this is the manuscript I will be focusing 

on, since it is the oldest available copy of the Egyptian Coptic original in addition to Al-

Muharraq‘s unpublished manuscript MS 12/42, St. John the Short Monastery‘s 

unpublished manuscript, and the 1927 publication of an old manuscript retrieved in Egypt 

for purposes of comparison and analysis as those represent the main corpus of the old 

oral Coptic tradition in Egypt. I have used the two unpublished Egyptian manuscripts to 

give the reader a comprehensive view of older variants and to show where there is strong 

agreement in narrative structure and content with modern variants. In the rest of the 

chapter, I will give brief description of each rendition used in this study.  

As mentioned above I retrieved a copy of St. John the Short‘s monastery 

manuscript of The Vision in microfiche form. The Arabic of this manuscript is closer to 

the classical Arabic of today. The text is divided into sentences, although the periods 

seem to have been added after the text was completed by a different pen. The script has 

diacritics. There are very few errors. Most of the pages end with word notifications. In 

the colophon, the scribe wrote that he completed this manuscript on the first day of the 

Coptic month of Apep in the year 1438 of the martyrs, which is equivalent to the 6th of 

July 1722. Scholars have never before referred to this manuscript; for ease of reference, a 

copy of the first page of this manuscript is included as Appendix G to the dissertation. 
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 This quote translates: ―The one who commanded the translation of this homily from Coptic to 

Arabic is the saint, father and hegumen Yacoub, abbot of the monastery of Our Lady known as 

Al-Muharraq. This copy was terminated on Saturday 22 Hathor of the year 1001 of the martyrs 

which corresponds to 8 Ramadan of the year 683 Hijra,‖ which corresponds to 18 November AD 

1284.  
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MS 12/42 was retrieved from Al-Muharraq Monastery‘s Manuscript library in 

Qus‘qam where the vision is reported as having taken place in the late fourth century. On 

the first page of the manuscript, there is a handwritten remark which appears to have been 

added later, giving the manuscript number as 12/42- Nineteenth CenturyMonastery of the 

Virgin Mary—Al- Muharraq and, further, indicating that it includes part of Saint 

Anthony‘s letters and begins with The Vision of Theophilus.  This compilation of texts, as 

with so many medieval codices, was assembled based on individual preference, need, or 

utility, and not on 'logical' systems of organization, such as authorial attribution. The 

manuscript is written in naskhi, a more recent form of Arabic script. Although the 

calligraphy is not as beautiful as that displayed in the other two documents, the 

manuscript is clear and in good condition. Page 20 is written with a different hand. The 

classical Arabic of this text does not use advanced vocabulary or complex sentence 

structure, and there are many colloquial words and expressions. Periods have been added 

to the text later, dividing it into short phrases rather than sentences and indicating that the 

scribe‘s knowledge of Arabic syntax and grammar must have been rudimentary. There 

are many spelling errors. This manuscript was used by Mr. Girgis Daoud who published 

an essay on one of the sites visited by the Holy Family in Egypt in a Coptic journal titled 

Coptology. Each of these manuscripts is a variant of The Vision recording an instance of 

an oral performance. A comparison among all three and the Ethiopic and the Syriac is 

found in Chapter 5, Table B of this book. 

An Arabic variant of the vision based upon an early manuscript was published in 

1902, and 1927 in Egypt in a book titled Kitab mayamir wa ajaib aql-adhra. The Vision 

of Theophilus is the fourth maymir. A single copy of a 1927 publication of that book can 
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be found in Oxford Library in the United Kingdom. I have also managed to track a copy 

of the 1902 edition of that book with an antique dealer in New Jersey, and this early 

edition has been scanned and will soon be posted online.
67

 

The strong cultural influence—and even political importance—of this sixteen-

hundred-year-old oral tradition on contemporary Egyptian society was revealed in 2001, 

when Egyptian authorities decided to promote Egypt as a religious tourist destination, as 

a site visited by the Holy Family. The Egyptian Ministry of Tourism, therefore, asked the 

Coptic authorities to prepare a route for the trip of the Holy Family including all sites 

where they had stopped. The Coptic Church did research and issue a route and an official 

map for the trail of the Holy Family that included all sites visited according to the 

traditions of the Church based upon The Vision and other oral and written local traditions. 

The Egyptian Ministry of Tourism then issued a book on the Holy Family‘s trail, which 

was also translated into many languages. The Minister introduced this book with the 

following assertion:  

His Holiness Pope Shenouda III, guardian and defender of the national 

traditions of the Coptic Church, personally approved the text of the present 

book, mapping the route the Holy Family followed on its flight into Egypt, 

from Al-Farma in the north east of Sinai to Al-Muharraq Monastery in the 

southern Nile Valley.
 68
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 It will be available on www.suscopts.org 
68

 A copy of the book and its introduction is available online at  

http://www.touregypt.net/holyfamily1.htm. The Ministry of Tourism also initiated a restoration 

project of some of the sites visited by the Holy Family. See AETBI. 

 

http://www.touregypt.net/holyfamily1.htm
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For the Copts, such a statement recognizing their authority in narrating Egypt‘s history is 

an empowering event. This brief introduction represents nothing less than the State‘s 

public acknowledgment of their separate identity and rights to the land and history of 

Egypt. The Vision of Theophilus is responsible for this political empowerment because it 

is the foremost informational source and frame of reference about the visit and its route.  

 Yet in the modern context, The Vision as discrete narrative has come to occupy a 

very small part of the overall story and identifiable route: New stories and new stations 

are added continually to the route as unknown tales surface and new miracles happen; 

therefore, the story, as a living oral tradition, continues to expand. To establish a sharper 

comparison in later chapters between The Vision as such and its ever-expanding tradition, 

I have therefore chosen to contextualize the larger Vision tradition through three very 

recent publications. These include the 1992 official tape and book produced by Al-

Muharraq Monastery, prepared and narrated by Bishop Gregorious, Head of Postgraduate 

Theological Studies, Coptic Culture and Scientific Research, in which he recounts the trip 

of the Holy Family. Two other modern seminal books published in Egypt on the visit of 

the Holy Family are Dr. Otto Meinardus‘ The Holy Family in Egypt (1983),
69

 and Bishop 

Gregorious‘ Al-Muharraq Monastery and Visit of the Holy Family to Egypt and Misr 

Qadima, 2000 Years Commemoration (published by the nuns‘ monastery of MarGirgis in 
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 The Holy Family in Egypt was written by Dr. Otto Meinardus, in 1983, in English and 

published by the American University in Cairo. During his tenure at the American University in 

Cairo, Dr. Meinardus published many books on the Copts and the Coptic culture. His book 

compiles many traditions about the visit of the Holy Family in Egypt, including the Armenian and 

Arabic traditions, in addition to the oral traditions that he collected as he visited the Egyptian 

sites. 
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2000 to celebrate the new millennium). I have chosen these three modern works, all 

currently in print, to represent the new corpus of the tradition and to show the extent of 

the changes that have taken place in the narration as a result of the passage of time. 

Careful study of these three modern sources suggests that the modern variants are very 

close to one another in terms of literary approach and changes in the tradition, pointing to 

the role of time in effecting narrative change. All three sources offer a compendium of 

the trip from its beginning to end. All three refer to The Vision of Theophilus and recount 

its main events, but no longer narrate it in its entirety. 

For purposes of comparison and dating, and in order to ground The Vision in a 

wider narrative context, I have also made use of the recently published Coptic and Arabic 

manuscripts of The Homily of the Church of the Rock. This publication represents a 

watershed moment in the scholarship of the visit of the Holy Family to Egypt because it 

explicitly documents its early Coptic history. While this homily recounts the details of the 

visit of the Holy Family to an earlier station along its route before Ashmonaim and 

Qus‘qam to Mount El-Kaf (also Mount of the Palm,
70

 referring to Jesus‘ palm print on its 

rocks), it also cites directly and summarizes in detail the events of The Vision of 

Theophilus. The Homily of the Church of the Rock follows the narrative structure of The 

Vision of Theophilus so closely, and exhibits so many common thematic and stylistic 

devices, that it strongly suggests the existence of a literary genre already in place at the 

time. Botros and Boud‘hors remark, ―Il est tout à fait évident que l‘homélie de Timothy 

est construite sur le même modèle. La composition est analogue, le récit de la Vierge est 

quasiment identique‖ (Boud'hors and Botros, ―La Sainte Famille‖ 65). Its resemblance to 
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 This mount is also known as Gabal Al-Tayr, or Mount of Birds. 
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The Vision of Theophilus is so striking, and—more than any other homily—concerned 

with  the visit of the Holy Family, that it is quite useful for comparison and contrast with 

The Vision. 

A number of manuscripts of this homily have been found in Egypt, Ethiopia and 

in certain French and Russian museums; given the formal and thematic ties between this 

narrative and The Vision itself, and the value of the homily in extending our 

understanding of The Vision's transmission, it is worth entering into detail. Budge 

published a translation of the Ethiopic copy along with The Vision of Theophilus. In 

2001, Anne Boud‘Hors and Ramez Boutros were able to trace and translate into French 

two Arabic manuscripts referred to as B and GT from the late eighteenth or early 

nineteenth century, along with one incomplete Coptic manuscript of the homily. This 

incomplete Coptic manuscript was collected and put together from the French and 

Russian museums where its quires had been disassembled and disseminated during 

colonial times; Western scholars retrieved Coptic documents that they could not read and 

deposited them in Western museums. Manuscripts and translations were published in the 

Patrologia Orientalis in 2002.
71

 

  Boud‘Hors and Boutros later published an article in Les Etudes Coptes VII, titled, 

―La Sainte Famille à Gabl Al-Tayr et l‘Homélie du Rocher,‖ in which they attempt to 

date the Coptic manuscript through internal analysis of the events and the characters that 

the homily refers to. They claimed that the tenth-century Coptic manuscript holds a 

narrative that has to extend as far back as the eighth century, although this date is 
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 Tome 49, Fascicule 1.-N0217. 
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considered very late for Coptic literary composition and hardly any Coptic work was 

composed during this period. They note that some internal indicators may suggest that the 

homily dates from the sixth
 
century (Boud'hors and Botros, ―La Sainte Famille‖ 74-6). 

Since this homily refers to and summarizes the Vision of Theophilus, its author may very 

well have known the lost Coptic manuscript of The Vision, which brings us very close to 

the time of its recording during the time of St. Cyril (AD 378-444), according to its text. 

  Turning now to future chapters: Chapter 5 provides the reader with a set of three 

tables that break down the narratives of the old variants into small action units and 

juxtaposes them with the new variants in Table A, the diffused variants in Table B, and 

with The Homily of the Rock in Table C. Chapters 6, 7, and 8 give in-depth analysis of 

the old variants and their role as a communal repository of historical cultural identity 

markers. Chapter 9 offers a larger view of consistency and agreement in literary approach 

and content among all of these. Chapter 10 provides instances of omissions and additions 

in the new variants. Chapter 11 revises the datation of the tradition and contextualizes it 

in its fourth century history. The vast spread—geographic and temporal—covered by 

these variants allows for a close analysis of the web of similarities and differences 

through which stable content that resisted change can be seen more easily. In order to 

provide additional background for analysis of similarities and differences between 

versions, the next chapter will consider cultural practices, such as annual celebrations and 

festivals and liturgical texts that helped stabilize the core narrative of The Vision. These 

stabilizing texts are based upon, and indeed directly derived from, the corpus of 

manuscripts of the older variants of The Vision of Theophilus used in this study and 

outlined above.  
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3. Stabilizing Texts & Practices 
 

 

Although the main mode of transmission of The Vision of Theophilus is oral, 

review of the modern variants shows strong reliance, in terms of narrative events and 

dates, on a number of short written stable religious references contained in the Coptic 

liturgy. These written texts, a body of authorized—and authorizing—narratives, specify 

key information concerning the events, the route, and the dates of the visit of the Holy 

Family to Egypt. The truth of these liturgical texts is widely unchallenged; the texts 

themselves are broadly accepted by the clergy and the people as more faithful to historic 

and religious spiritual events than any other resource.  

Each of the three modern variants used in this study
72

 cites these liturgical 

stabilizing texts, including the Synaxarium
 73

 and other books cited from during church 

services on feast days,
74

 as reliable sources. Yet these same modern variants do not 

include a copy of The Vision of Theophilus itself. For example, the book Visit of the Holy 

Family issued by MarGirgis Monastery in 2000 to celebrate the new millennium quotes 
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 Otto Meinardus‘ 1983, The Holy Family in Egypt; MarGirgis Monastery‘s 2000, Visit of the 

Holy Family to Egypt and Old Cairo, 2000 Years Commemoration; and Bishop Gregorious‘ 

1992, Al-Muharraq Monastery, History, Description and Contents.   
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 This is a book of hagiography and history of the Coptic Church used in the liturgy. The 24th 

Bashans narration of the Synaxarium was derived from The Vision of Theophilus. 

 
74

 In addition to the Bible, the liturgical services use the Synaxarium, the Psalmody and the 

Antiphonarium 
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the relevant texts from the Katameros
75

, the Psalmody and the Doxologies in their 

entirety in an appendix (117-137), but neglects to attach a copy of The Vision of 

Theophilus, although the book refers to it as the main source of the Copts‘ knowledge of 

the Visit of the Holy Family
76

 and of the Synaxarium‘s narrative (12). 

Yet perhaps one reason that the modern variants do not overtly include a copy of 

The Vision of Theophilus itself is because the liturgical books they do cite already carry 

explicit excerpts from The Vision of Theophilus, and thus in themselves form a brief 

summary that focuses on the main events of The Vision. The brief summary offered by 

these liturgical texts remains remarkably stable because of the very nature of the 

liturgical books in the Coptic Church. Because the preservation of its texts and traditions 

was a chief concern of earlier Coptic religious communities, generations of monks took 

great care to copy manuscripts and to translate them into Arabic to ensure the survival of 

the Coptic Christian faith, particularly after 12th century political events. The Copts then 

began to translate the liturgy and other master books into Arabic, following Pope Gabriel 

II's authorization of the use of Arabic in the liturgy to address the Copts‘ inability to 

understand Coptic (Ishaq, ―Coptic‖ 710). Subsequently, although the Arabization of the 

liturgy continued unabated, careful concern ensured the stability of these key religious 

texts.  
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 The Katamaros is the book of the daily liturgical readings of the Coptic Church. It can be 

referenced at http://Tasbeha.org 

 
76

 When the three books reach Qus‘qam station in the course of their narrative, they quote 

sparingly from Theophilus‘ Vision. 

 

http://tasbeha.org/
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The stability of the main events and the dates of the oral tradition of the Visit of 

the Holy Family depend upon the constancy of these liturgical books which, once 

approved by church authorities, are rarely changed. Although these books are reviewed 

every now and then for correction, textual emendation is a difficult process and requires a 

council of the highest order to review and approve any proposed change. Council 

members willingly attest to the problems they encounter when faced with such a 

proposition:
77

 Material manuscript conditions make it difficult to alter text despite doubts 

about its truth; this is primarily due to scarcity of older resources that prove otherwise, 

and because of the nature of the event (or data) which is by definition supernatural. One 

such example which surfaces specifically in the context of The Vision of Theophilus is the 

number of those who died in the Massacre of the Innocents; although The Vision cites the 

number as 144,000, as does the Synaxarium, the number seems exaggerated, and is 

currently under review. 

One of the defining characteristics of Coptic liturgy, as with Western liturgies, is 

its repetition. In liturgical churches, specified texts (among them the Synaxarium) are 

read or recited at every service, in a prescribed order; further, the entire year forms a 

cycle of readings that is repeated every year; there is one annual cycle. This practice 

ensures that the congregation will have heard the whole Synaxarium by the end of the 

church year and will have also heard all readings during the year. The church liturgical 

books are used in the church; priests and deacons either read or recite from them to the 

congregation. Oral performance is thus a key part of the liturgy, and with clear 
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 Father Daniel, Priest of the Church of St. Mary and St. Joseph in Alexandria, Egypt, and a 

council member charged with reviewing a proposed change to the Synaxarium, readily confirmed 

the difficulties of changing liturgical texts in a June 15th, 2008 interview in Miami.   
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pedagogical goals: such great frequency of oral recitation ensures that the whole 

congregation has heard certain texts and is familiar with them. These texts thus constitute 

a main component of the congregation‘s oral repertoire. 

The events of The Vision of Theophilus are well suited to such cyclical religious 

rites. Taking place over the course of three and a half years, the supposed duration of the 

Holy Family‘s visit to Egypt, these events can be closely calibrated to other feasts over 

the course of a calendar year. The Synaxarium alone celebrates three specific events of 

The Vision of Theophilus, dedicating an entire feast day to each: the departure of St. 

Theophilus, the coming of Christ into Egypt, and the consecration of Al-Muharraq 

Monastery‘s historic church. In addition, the Coptic Church also celebrates the Virgin 

Mary on the 29
th

 of every Coptic month, which in practice often provides another 

concrete opportunity for a priest or deacon to speak about the Virgin and how she blessed 

Egypt specifically by her visit.  

Indeed, both inside and outside Egypt, frequent references to the visit of the Holy 

Family in Egypt are common during Coptic religious services. Such frequent oral 

references have been further bolstered, in many Coptic churches in Egypt, by the 

establishment of new material traditions and practices. Specifically, many areas located 

along the geographically expansive trip itinerary (from the north to the south) of Egypt 

have seen the concomitant building of churches along the visit route and the 

establishment of unique dates of celebration (this is in addition to the general celebrations 

of the Synaxarium). For example, St. Mary‘s Church at Ma‘adi, known as El-Adra El-

Adawya, celebrates a full week of festivities during the Fast of the Virgin Mary in the 
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month of August.
 78

 Although neither this church nor this location are mentioned in The 

Vision of Theophilus, oral tradition--bolstered by a 12
th

 century history book and selected 

miracle narratives,--claims that it is the spot where the Holy Family boarded a boat to 

traverse the Nile and travel to the south of Egypt. The church is right on the bank of the 

Nile, with a historic tunnel underneath the church and a few steps leading to the waters of 

the Nile. This tunnel and staircase are said to have been the location where the Holy 

Family boarded the boat. During the Virgin fast, liturgies are performed in this area with 

many people attending in their boats on the Nile (Y. Mikhael). The seven-day celebration 

includes readings, hymns, and songs that celebrate the Holy Family‘s visit
79

; Formalized 

religious liturgy and official church doctrine thus blends with popular celebration and 

local tradition to reinforce the importance of the Vision narrative in Coptic history. In 

similar ways, the other events of the visit, or surrounding the visit, are also reinforced in 

different locales and on different dates all throughout Egypt. In addition to such examples 

of popular celebration, explicit narration, in a variety of forms, is also used to reinforce 

the Vision tradition among Copts. For example, both the Antiphonarium (a compendium 

of songs taught to Sunday school age children) and the Psalmody (the book of hymns)  

repeat key aspects of the Vision tradition. Again, the performative aspect of these 

narratives must be underscored: congregants sing and chant in different forms, in 

different occasions, and in different locales. 
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 The Coptic Church prescribes fasts for a minimum of 250 days a year. The Feast of the Virgin 

Mary is preceded by a two-week fast in which Copts abstain from meat and dairy products. 

  
79

 This church was the subject of research by Nabih Kamel Daoud, Professor of Church History in 

the Coptic Clergy College. His research was published in a 1999 book titled History of the St. 

Mary’s Church in Ma’adi. 
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In brief, the oral tradition of The Vision is specifically reinforced on a number of 

occasions every year, at both the national and local levels, both inside Egypt and outside 

the wider Coptic diaspora. The tradition is also reinforced in different locations following 

the route of the visit. As many as 65 churches and locations are associated with the visit, 

according to documents issued by MarGirgis‘ Monastery. The oral tradition is thus taught 

in a wide variety of ways: as a formal part of orthodox church liturgy;  as a more informal 

lesson to children in Sunday school;  as community performance at any number of 

historic churches. In each case, however, the oral tradition is embedded in such way that 

it might be better retained in memory. 

The Synaxarium, the most important of all stabilizing texts, derives its name from 

the Coptic and Greek term for the Greek Synaxarion. One of the seven base daily 

readings of the Coptic liturgy, it chronicles the lives of saints and martyrs as well as 

historical events that are significant to the Copts; these hagiographies are read after the 

reading from the Acts (Abraxos) during the morning service on the day that 

commemorates the martyrdom of the saint in question. This daily liturgical narration also 

takes the form of a short homily to teach and edify the congregation. Recited in both 

Sahidic and Bohairic from the early centuries, it was then read in Arabic following the 

Arab conquest of Egypt. Today, it is read in the language of the Coptic congregation 

wherever they are: Arabic in Egypt, English in the US, Spanish in Bolivia, etc. According 

to René George Coquin in his essay on the ―Editions of the Synaxarium‖ in the Coptic 

Encyclopedia,
80

—the current approved recension of the Arabic Synaxarium has been 
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 The Coptic Encyclopedia was written and edited by a large number of Coptic scholars and 

editors, with Professor Aziz S. Atteya as chief editor. First published by MacMillan in 1991, it 
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compiled from a number of older manuscripts found in the patriarchal library in Cairo,
 81

 

the Coptic museum in Cairo, and the Baramous Monastery Library.
82

 The oldest of these 

documents dates to 1056 AM/AD 1398 (―Synaxarion, Copto-Arabic‖ 351-4). 

Taken as a whole, the Synaxarium
83

 celebrates the Visit of the Holy Family to 

Egypt on a number of days, and identifies certain days with specific miracles performed 

in certain locales along the route. On the 24th of Bashans, the Synaxarium 

commemorates the entry of Christ into Egypt. The Vision of Theophilus is the first text 

that provides a specific date for this event. The Synaxarium‘s narration starts by 

explaining the reasons behind Christ‘s Visit to Egypt and tying it to the fulfillment of Old 

Testament prophecies concerning Egypt and its place in God‘s plan; it follows with a 

summary of the route and the main stations of the visit as described by the Virgin in The 

Vision. On the 6th of Hathor, the Synaxarium celebrates the consecration of the historic 

church by Christ in Al-Muharraq Monastery, an event that is only mentioned in The 

Vision of Theophilus. On the 18th of Babah the Synaxarium celebrates the departure of 

St. Theophilus, the patriarch who witnessed The Vision. The account narrates the miracle 

                                                                                                                                                 
was later made available in electronic format. It has been approved and authorized by the Coptic 

Church, where it is referred to as the main reference book on general Coptic knowledge. 
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 Martin Krause asserts that temples in pre-Christian Egypt had libraries. After Christianization, 

bishopric centers and monasteries had their own libraries. See ―Libraries‖ 245-51. 

 
82

 The Baramous Monastery is one of a number of monasteries in the El-Natrun Valley in the 

north of Egypt. The area is known as Scetes (ascetics) in Greek, in reference to the many ascetics 

in the area. The Holy Family is said to have passed by this area during their visit to Egypt. 

 
83

 Read in every Coptic church in the same order, The Synaxarium edition used in the liturgy is 

standardized; it has been translated into English and is now available online through many 

websites such as http://www.copticchurch.net/topics/synexarion/index.html. 



64 

of the treasure found by Theophilus which is recounted in the introduction of The Vision. 

The complete text of the Synaxarium on these three occasions is attached in Appendix A.  

In celebrating, chronicling, and documenting the events and the lives of the 

martyrs in the Synaxarium, the memory of key events in Coptic oral culture were thus 

preserved over time--away from the authority of Arab conquerors--and further, repeated 

in a pedagogical context to congregants on a regular (annual) basis.  

Additionally, the figure of the Virgin Mary plays a particularly important role in 

The Vision’s context. We have mentioned that the Copts celebrate the Virgin Mary once 

every Coptic month, which again provides ample opportunity to enforce Coptic history 

and identity through sermons on her visit to Egypt and her many interactions with the 

Coptic populace as told in The Vision of Theophilus. In this light, it is also worth noting 

the explicit ties between Egypt and the Holy Family in terms of fundamental religious 

iconography. One of the primary physical relics of the visit of the Holy Family is a 

granite dish where the Virgin baked bread. Coptic icons of the Virgin Mary therefore 

show her as a Coptic farmer woman carrying Christ as an older child--in other words, 

Christ at the age in which He visited Egypt, and not as an infant.  

The Holy Psalmody (Psalomdia), a Coptic hymnal, which started with psalms but 

later incorporated hymns praising the visit of the Holy Family to Egypt, also plays an 

important role in stabilizing the oral tradition of the visit.
 84

 This choir service, a part of 
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 Emile Maher Ishaq cites both first- and second-century sources proving that the Coptic Church 

employed hymns in the liturgical service since its early history. However, the compilation of the 

book and the additions of the hymns celebrating the Holy Family‘s visit to Egypt are undated. 

Ishaq edited Kitab al-Absalmudiyyat al-Muqaddasat al-Sanawiyyah, Psalmodia for the whole 

year, in Coptic and Arabic, with a phonetic transcription of the Coptic text in Latin letters (with 
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the little synaxis performed in preparation for the Divine Liturgy, is sung the night before 

the liturgy.
85

 The psalmody of the ―Arrival of Christ into Egypt‖ is sung on the eve of the 

24th of Bashans in preparation for the feast liturgy on the morning of the 24th. The 

psalmody puts to verse the events of Christ‘s visit to Egypt as narrated in The Vision 

(Ishaq, ―Psalmodia‖ 812). The text of the psalmody appears in Appendix C
 
(―The Holy 

Psalmody‖). In addition to the formal psalmody, the Coptic Church reinforces the details 

of the Holy Family‘s visit as narrated in The Vision through religious songs taught to 

Sunday school children (Bishay 63-4).
86

 These songs are also sung by Coptic 

congregation members on celebration days.  A translated text of a religious Sunday 

school song is in Appendix D. 

The Diphnar or the Antiphonary, a verse and prose liturgical church book, 

narrates praise biographies of the martyrs and the saints, and provides narratives of 

various church feasts on each day of the Coptic year in accordance with the Synaxarium 

(―Antiphonarium‖).
87

 Read at the end of the midnight praises, it prepares the 

                                                                                                                                                 
tape cassette records), Vol. 1, Cairo, 1978. He also wrote the Coptic Encyclopedia essay on 

―Psalmodia‖ 812. 
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 The Coptic liturgy starts the night before with the little synaxis, composed of vesper prayers 

and the psalmody. The psalmody is sung on the eve of the 24th of Bashans and in the morning 

liturgy.  

 
86

 The Coptic Church has an authorized religious songbook; it is undated, but carries the approval 

of the current Coptic Patriarch, Shenouda the Third. 
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  The current 1985 edition of this book, edited by Bishop Mataous, was based on a manuscript 

referred to as 1462 M. It was kept in the Church of Abu Sarga in Misr Qadima and copied by a 

lawyer and deacon named Girgis Sarkis, who carefully reviewed it against two older manuscripts 

kept  in Al- Sorian Monastery and Anba Bishoy Monastery. 
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congregation for the Synaxarium readings of the following morning. 
88

 The hymns and 

the readings about the visit of the Holy Family are again based on the Vision of 

Theophilus. They agree with the Synaxarium readings in date and content. The text of the 

readings and hymns of the Antiphonary for the 24th of Bashans, the 6th of Hathor and the 

18th of Babah is in Appendix E. 

Other than the above general liturgical books used by all Copts, local churches 

built on the stations of the Holy Family‘s visit have their own additional liturgical 

celebrations and readings on significant days. The historic church at Qus‘qam said to 

have been inhabited by the Holy Family for six months and actual site of the vision itself 

attracted a large Bachoumian monastic order of 300 monks
89

 long before Theophilus paid 

his visit to receive the blessing of the area. The historic church thus became a part of the 

monastery and a stronghold of Coptic cultural resistance,
90

 where the monks continued to 

celebrate a Coptic-language daily liturgy.
91
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 The Antiphonary, formal counterpart of the Synaxarium, is used after vespers at the end of the 

midnight praises in preparation for the morning liturgy. It narrates praise biographies of all 

martyrs and saints, as well as church feasts associated with each day of the Coptic year, in 

accordance with the Synaxarium. 
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 This is almost double the number of its present-day 155 resident monks. 

 
90

 Today the monastery occupies a large plot of land and is surrounded by walls. Within these 

walls are a few churches used by the monks, in addition to the historical church known by the 

monks and the people who live in the area as ―the historical church,‖ or El-Kenisat El-Athryah in 

Arabic. 
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 Deacons for this church are recruited from the male youth of ―Rezkat El-Deir,‖ a Christian-

only village formed of the monks‘ families who moved to the vicinity when one of their children 

decided to lead an ascetic life there. They settled in the area permanently and have long had 

strong ties to the monastery. Coptic deacons are not consecrated, which means they lead secular 

lives but serve in the liturgy whenever they can. Women are not allowed in the historic church 

during the liturgy, although they may go in to visit the church when the liturgy is not being 
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On the 6th of Hathor, a special liturgy is celebrated in this church to 

commemorate its consecration by Christ, the twelve apostles and the Virgin Mary, 

according to Theophilus‘ Vision. Only in this church is this day treated as a ―Minor Feast 

of Our Lord,‖ and held as the second visit of Christ to the land of Egypt. Feasts have 

special joyous hymns, tunes, rituals and readings. Although this feast is based upon The 

Vision of Theophilus, the homily is never read in its entirety or word for word. However, 

a ―tar’h‖ or a short narration approved by the church and based upon the celebrated event 

in The Vision is read twice, in the vespers and in the morning prayers. This ―tar’h‖ is 

chanted in Arabic. Only through this narration do the priests, monks, deacons and 

congregation know the story of the church‘s consecration. The translation of this ―tar’h‖ 

is in Appendix F. 

In addition to this local celebration, Al-Muharraq Monastery also celebrates a 

unique ―ninth‖ station on the Feast of the Cross. On that day, the monks celebrate by a 

procession that makes stops at different locations in the church. The ninth station marks 

Yusa‘s grave.
92

 Although the grave is not apparent, the Al-Muharraq Monastery book of 

ritual states that on this feast they must stop at a particular step on the southwestern 

corner of the outer western wall of the historic church and do the prayers and the readings 

of that station, thus affirming the story narrated in The Vision and passing it on to the 

Coptic generations through the enactment which forms a part of the ritual of that day 

(Gregorious, Al-Muharraq 82).  

                                                                                                                                                 
performed. Lay men may attend the liturgy there only when the monastery is open to receive 

visitors. 

 
92

 Yusa‘s name appears either as Musa or Moses in different translations. 
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Although all of the aforementioned liturgical rites, readings, documents, and 

communal rituals serve a common purpose--to stabilize the main content of the Coptic 

oral tradition and imprint it on the Coptic mind, I would like to end this chapter by 

focusing closely on one document in particular: the Ethiopic Synaxarium, proof that the 

Vision of Theophilus and the importance of its oral transmission cannot be understood 

without recourse to a wider selection of texts in the stabilizing tradition.  Until 1951, the 

Bishop of Ethiopia was an Egyptian monk chosen by the Coptic Pope. Therefore, it was 

only natural that the Ethiopian Church would also use the Coptic Synaxarium after 

translating it to Geez. The importance of the Ethiopic Synaxarium for this research lies in 

the fact that theirs was compiled after the Coptic version, and therefore also included the 

lives of Coptic Patriarchs and Saints as told through oral legend; these additional orally-

derived narratives are not a formal part of the Coptic Synaxarium.  Further, because 

Ethiopian monks for centuries had dependencies in Al-Muharraq Monastery, Nitrite 

Desert Monasteries, and St. Anthony‘s Monastery, their residence in these locales 

permitted sustained interaction with Coptic and Syrian monks. As a result, Ethiopian 

monks collected many oral narratives that were not recorded in any other context.
93

  

Two manuscripts of this early Geez translation still exist in the Bibliothèque 

Nationale de France. The colophon of the first manuscript states that the Arabic 
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 The Ethiopian calendar is the same as the Egyptian calendar, but the months are named 

differently. A translation of the Ethiopic Synaxarium has been published in the Patrologia 

Orientalis, a French compilation and translation of the important works of the Oriental Orthodox 

Church. Wallis Budge also published a translation of the Ethiopic Synaxarium in 1928. The 

complete text of the readings, taken from Budge‘s translation of 24
th
 Genbot (Bashans), 

celebrating the coming of Christ into Egypt; 6
th
 Khedr (Hathor), celebrating the consecration of 

the historic church in Qus‘qam; and 18
th
 Tekemt (Babah), commemorating the departure of St. 

Theophilus, are in Appendix B. 
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Synaxarium was translated at St. Anthony Monastery of Egypt by Simon; scholarly 

consensus dates this document to the end of the fourteenth century. Later, in order to add 

their own saints, they produced another recension. The oldest manuscript, dated A.D. 

1581, was later translated into Coptic (Coquin, ―Synaxarion, Ethiopic‖ 376-8). 

As this textual genealogy would indeed suggest, a comparison between the Coptic 

and the Ethiopic Synaxaria reveals a wealth of details in the Ethiopic version, especially 

on the 24th of Gebnot/Bashans, where more details from The Vision of Theophilus are 

added in addition to other traditions.
94

 For example, the 6th of Khedr reading adds a 

salutation to ―Moses, son of Joseph‖ based upon The Vision, and the 18th Tekemt reading 

is particularly long and elaborate. Further, unlike the Coptic version, the Ethiopic 

explains in details the reasons for and the resolution of the conflict between St. 

Theophilus and St. John the Golden Mouth. The justifications offered clear St. 

Theophilus from accusations of wrongdoing and establish him as an Orthodox saint 

worthy of receiving the vision concerning the visit of the Holy Family. The Coptic 

reading makes no reference to this historic conflict.
95

 

This brief comparison of the Ethiopic and Coptic Synaxaria demonstrates in 

concrete terms the importance of the broader liturgical tradition on our understanding of 

The Vision, as well as the necessity of oral-formulaic studies to our overall project. We 
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 For example, the Ethiopic reading mentions a tradition about Christ stamping his foot on a rock 

in Bikha Isos, based upon a Coptic homily by Bishop Zachariah of Sakha (AD 690-725). See 

Budge Synaxarium 531. 
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 The conflict between Theophilus and John Chrysostom has shed a negative light on the 

character of Theophilus. Many scholars find his character controversial. For a full coverage of 

this topic, read Iris Habib 241-8 and Spanel ―Theophilus‖ 506-19. 
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now turn to a detailed consideration of the two main theoretical perspectives 

underpinning this study: oral-formulaic studies and postcolonial theory.  

 

  



71 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Methodological Orientation 

  

Two distinct theoretical arenas inform the central insights of this interdisciplinary 

study: oral studies and postcolonial theory. Regarding theories of orality, this study 

engages explicitly with the traditional field of oral-formulaic studies as pioneered by 

Parry and Lord, and also with the newer field of ethnopoetics, linked to John Foley's 

work. Both branches of orality are important for this study: While traditional oral-

formulaic theory tends to focus on the structure of texts and manuscript sources, 

ethnopoetics focuses explicitly on the necessary interaction between performance and 

tradition.  Regarding postcolonial theory, this study engages most directly with the 

theories of Fanon, Cabral, Said, Mohanty and Spivak. Through this dual theoretical lens 

we will examine how oral literature and tradition enabled Coptic culture to resist the 

erosion of certain aspects of traditional Coptic identity, and the erasure of key moments 

in its collective history.  

The relationship among oral transmission of traditions, nation building, and 

resistance to colonial conditions was clearly established by Frantz Fanon, a foundational 

figure for postcolonial theorists.  In his 1952 study Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon noted 

the role of oral literature in preserving the character of suppressed peoples. As a 

psychiatrist by profession in the habit of considering specific case studies, Fanon came to 

identify the pathological effects of colonial domination on the psyche of the dominated as 
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a collective (and not individual) process, indeed, one occurring on a national level. Thus, 

colonialism: 

is not satisfied merely with hiding a people in its grip and emptying the 

native‘s brain of all form and content. By a kind of perverted logic, it turns 

to the past of the oppressed people, and distorts and disfigures and 

destroys it. This work of devaluing pre-colonial history takes on a 

dialectical significance today. (37)   

As one possible antidote to the systematic devaluation of pre-colonial history, Fanon 

specifically cites the importance of preserving or reviving oral traditions; through this 

means a people might reverse the distortions of history, and ―affect equilibrium,‖ for the 

good. He further posits that oral traditions might even ―serve as a justification for the 

hope of a future national culture‖ (37) -- a future culture articulated along nationalist 

lines. 

Fanon, like other early postcolonial revolutionaries, was influenced by Johann 

Gottfried von Herder‘s Romantic theories of orality which linked national character and 

soul to folk poetry (i.e., oral literature). A late eighteenth century German romantic 

philosopher and a contemporary of Goethe, Herder credited poets with creating their 

nations and understanding the true soul of their own people--poets only being able, of 

course, to effectively perceive and transmit the Volksgeist of their "native" land, and in 

their "maternal" tongue. Herder thought of oral literature as the ―archives of a 

nationality,‖ and credited oral literature with preserving the common vernacular, the 

fullest means of expression for anyone claiming appurtenance with that nation. (Zumwalt 
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76-7).
96

  Still tinged by this perspective, Fanon's writings posit a close connection 

between the creation (and/or reinforcement) of national identity, and the systematic 

repression of colonially occupied cultures. The stakes are high: 

A national culture under colonial domination is a contested culture whose 

destruction is sought in systemic fashion. It very quickly becomes a culture 

condemned to secrecy. This idea of a clandestine culture is immediately seen in 

the reactions of the occupying power which interprets attachment to traditions as 

faithfulness to the spirit of the nation and as a refusal to submit. This persistence 

in the following forms of cultures which are already condemned to extinction is 

already a demonstration of nationality. (46) 

Here, we might well recall the problems that the historically dominated Copts have had to 

endure, such as the banning of Coptic language and festivals, the corruption and outright 

suppression of their history, and the legal interdiction against certain forms of ownership 

(see Chapter One for further discussion). As Fanon suggested, Coptic culture had to 

become an underground culture where most of their history, language and literature is 

either hidden in manuscripts in remote desert monasteries or retained in memory and oral 

traditions. 

Amilcar Cabral, another foundational twentieth century postcolonial 

revolutionary, developed this argument a step further by positing a relationship among 
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 From the perspective of Romantic nationalism, the German land in all its cultural specificity 

bred the soul of the German people, whose full voice can only be represented by the poet. The 

works of poets thus give rise to the Volksgeist (folk spirit) of its literature. In response to this 

philosophy, many scholars began collecting folk literature and other works of oral tradition, the 

better to reveal their individual national identity that would distinguish their Volk from other 

peoples around them. See Finnegan, ―Tradition‖ 109. 
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culture, history, resistance and liberation. Likening culture to the flower of a plant which 

holds the key to the propagation of the plant, he underscores the role of culture in active 

political resistance: ―Culture is an essential element of the history of a people. Culture is, 

perhaps the product of this history as the flower is the product of a plant….Just as 

happens with the flower in a plant, in culture there lies the capacity (or the responsibility) 

for forming and fertilizing the seedling which will assure the continuity of history‖ (55). 

This leads to an important corollary: If a colonized culture has the inherent capacity for 

cultural formation and continuity, culture's essence as necessary product of conflictual 

history means that ―foreign domination for its own security requires cultural oppression 

and the attempt at direct or indirect liquidation of the essential elements of the culture of 

the dominated people‖ (55). And yet, national liberty is founded on every people‘s 

inalienable right ―to have their own history‖ (56).  He concludes by asserting that ―we 

may consider the national liberation movement as the organized political expression of 

the culture of the people who are undertaking the struggle‖ (56; my emphasis). Colonized 

and colonizer are thus described in a tight dialectic centered on the definition of culture. 

More recent generations of postcolonial scholars have shared Fanon‘s ardent 

interest in questions of nation building, but have consciously sought to refocus and 

redefine the space of postcolonial contact. The work of Homi Bhabha, among the most 

influential in this realm, posits a liminal or "third space‖ and gives important attention to 

the instability of the perceived historic character of an oppressed nation and its liability 

(or more positively, its capacity) to change as a result of centuries of contact with 

dominant forces. In line with Bhabha's work, then, the current study does not deny or 

marginalize the cultural and historical changes that have changed the makeup of the 
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Coptic culture in the last sixteen hundred years. Instead, it focuses on the remaining 

Copts‘ ability to maintain their culture, identity and history through a thriving oral 

literature as a means of national expression and resistance to domination. This study 

further suggests that oral literature has historically provided (and is still providing) Copts 

safe access to their treasured history. The Vision of Theophilus both as originary narrative 

and keystone of an expanded historical tradition, presents a key example of oral 

literature‘s ability to empower by enabling counter-narrations, festivals, activities, 

revivals, and a multitude of social practices through which suppressed historical identity 

may be expressed. We will examine more closely the details of this in following chapters.  

Cultural domination in a specifically Middle Eastern context has of course been a 

bedrock element of postcolonial discourse ever since the publication of Edward Said's 

1978 landmark book Orientalism. Noting the relationship between literature and power, 

Said critically questioned the West's discourse on Arabs, concluding that there were 

historically entrenched and culturally pervasive patterns of misrepresentation of the 

Middle East and Islam. Insisting on the terms ―subject‖ for the colonizer and ―object‖ for 

the colonized to signify the historically unequal power relationship, he saw Western 

scholars looking at the East as an object of study and empowering themselves in a 

Foucauldian sense over those about whom they collected information. Said's study thus 

constantly interpellates various western texts--canonical and otherwise--about the East to 

prove that in every context, so-called ―orientalists,‖ (everyone from Western scholars to 

novelists to scientists to historians) consistently misrepresented it. From Said's 

perspective, it was no wonder, then, that images of backward, illogical, superstitious, 
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narrow-minded, and lecherous and dependant Middle Easterners still formed a part of 

late-twentieth century European academic repertoire and political discourse.  

If the details (or rather, lack thereof) of some of Said's arguments are often 

challenged today (Ahmed 162 and passim), there is little doubt that what Said identified 

as a broader process of ideologically enabled subjection of colonized peoples through the 

reproduction of "otherizing" images and narratives paved the way for the military 

colonization of these countries by justifying colonization as a civilizing mission. Said‘s 

emphasis on cultural and literal colonization raised awareness of the multi-faceted 

destructive power of colonization. A strong academic discourse ensued, actively 

engaging many that identified with his description of cultural colonial conditions. 
97

 

Realizing the expressive potential of postcolonial discourse for articulating the 

phenomenon of cultural domination, Stephen Slemon expanded ―colonialism‖ as a 

category in his 1990 essay ―Unsettling the Empire: Resistance Theory for The Second 

World.‖  Defining it as ―transhistorical and unspecific‖ and explaining its use ―in relation 

to very different kinds of historical oppression and economic control,‖  Slemon noted that 

―the concept of colonialism…remains crucial to a critique of past and present power 

relations in world affairs‖ (31). The term now may include many disenfranchised groups 

which have to live under unequal power relations, such as minorities and women. For this 

reason, Slemon‘s definition of postcolonial discourse best expresses the situation of the 

Copts, who are a disenfranchised dominated minority in their own country (see Chapter 

One, ―The Emergence of the Copts as a Persecuted Minority,‖ for further discussion). 
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 See the work of Gyan Prakash, Nichols Dirks and Ronald Inden on India; and that of Hamid 

Dabashi, Homi Bhabha and Gayatri Spivak on postcolonial literary theory. 
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The concrete fact of historical disenfranchisement, an omnipresent element of the 

(post)colonial condition, has led many postcolonial theorists to overtly criticize the 

tendency of Western narratives to misrepresent other cultures while attempting to speak 

for them. Said famously finds fault with Gustave Flaubert in his travel journal for 

describing an Egyptian prostitute whose services he solicited as a ―typical oriental 

woman‖ (Said 5); Mohanty criticizes Western scholars who represent wearing the veil in 

all Islamic countries as an act of religious paternal oppression of women when in Iran for 

example, middle-class women took up the veil willingly during the 1979 revolution to 

express solidarity with their working class sisters (Mohanty 63). In this last example, an 

act of female agency can easily be misread as submission and oppression when taken out 

of its cultural and historical context. To this point, Spivak also cautions Western-trained 

scholars attempting to represent subaltern groups in third world countries about cultural 

ambiguities and political interests that can lead to misunderstanding. In her landmark 

essay "Can the Subaltern Speak?" (1988), she gives the example of teenage Indian girl 

who committed suicide by hanging herself in her father‘s apartment while menstruating 

to ward off accusations of illicit pregnancy as the motive. Years later, it was discovered 

that she was a member of a resistance group against the British, and had been unable to 

reconcile herself to an assassination assigned to her.  Spivak explains to the reader the 

cultural context which sanctions suicide in India for married women who lose their 

husbands. Although sati might traditionally be considered good wifehood, the wife can‘t 

commit suicide upon her husband‘s death if she is menstruating; she has to wait until 

after her menstrual period to take her life. Spivak shows that the girl‘s message in her 

suicide subverts the traditional sati scenario, and questions the ability of Western scholars 
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to understand.
98

 Of course, the girl‘s story is not only culture specific; it is also gender 

specific. If representation requires participation in the same experience and history, we 

might therefore argue that to fully understand Coptic culture, one has to be a Copt or be a 

serious scholar immersed in the culture.  

To this point, the present study's two principal theoretical fields -- oral studies  

and postcolonial studies-- both agree on the vital importance of understanding the 

relevant ethnic cultural context before drawing conclusions about any colonized or oral 

culture. And indeed, oral literature is culture specific.  To be able to understand its 

traditional referents, one needs to understand its culture. Richard Bauman and Donald 

Braid‘s studies of the role of performance in oral traditions show that they cannot be 

detached from their context, since any attempt to study the text out of its context will 

only lead to misunderstandings.  In their essay, ―The Ethnography of Performance in the 

Study of Oral Traditions,‖ they say:  

We use the term ethnography in identifying our approach to performance in order 

to emphasize that performance, as cultural behavior, is patterned  within each 

society in culture-specific, cross culturally and historically variable ways, and that 

the forms, patterns and functions of performance in a given culture are to be 

discovered empirically, not assumed a priori. As we employ the term, 
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 Spivak‘s larger project in this essay is to show how any attempt by Western scholars, or 

Western academic discourse, to identify subalterns as a coherent group and to then try and help 

them gain voice would ironically: force the subalterns to depend on Western 

discourse/power/agency for telling their own stories; and only reinscribe the subaltern's inferior 

status. Horrible, but true (as Spivak sees it): Reclaiming a collective cultural position would in 

fact be subordinating them again, re-inscribing their subordination. 
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ethnography is a sustained investigation into the unique dynamics and cultural 

patternings of cultural behavior in a given community. (108) 

Our own investigation into the context of oral performance of the Coptic Vision tradition 

therefore demands that we understand both the performance's traditional referents (such 

as the significance of the location, occasion, and situation of the performances), and the 

specificity of the participatory role of the audience. By these means, accessing cultural 

and religious Coptic ideology through a performance of The Vision of Theophilus is made 

possible. Bauman and Braid‘s studies have further identified a number of expressive 

techniques or devices commonly used in an oral performance through which the narrator 

and his target audience communicate to the exclusion of others, leading them to assert 

that only members of that specific community can fully decode the semiotic relationship 

between the oral tradition and the social life of that community at that particular moment.  

So, although postcolonial theory provides much of the terminology and the basic 

understanding of cultural oppression on which this research is based, theories of oral-

formulaic composition and orality hold the keys to the understanding of The Vision of 

Theophilus. Without Parry and Lord‘s basic work on key textual structures and their link 

to memory, a thorough understanding of the dynamics of the oral composition of The 

Vision, and its basic difference from written composition, would not be possible.  Parry  

and Lord‘s fieldwork with the living oral poetic South Slavic tradition revolutionized the 

study of oral literature and shed light on past oral epics like Homer‘s Iliad and Odyssey, 

while providing critics and literature students with new tools and  a better understanding 

of any literary work that has oral roots.  In studying the Homeric epics, Parry noted the 

prevalence of repeated phrases of the same metrical value that he named ―formulas,‖ and 
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defined as ―an expression regularly used under the same metrical conditions, to express 

an essential idea‖ (13). He also noted that these phrases were traditional in nature; in 

other words, they were not the product of the poet‘s unique creative mind but rather 

common phrases that are the product of the community that he belonged to and sang for. 

He also discovered repetitive thematic units and an overarching narrative structure. Parry 

hypothesized that oral poets used those ready-made formulas whenever appropriate to 

facilitate oral composition. He opines in The Making of Homeric Verse, ―one oral poet is 

better than another not because he has by himself found a striking new way of expressing 

his own thought, but because he has been better able to make use of the tradition‖ (334-

5). In the Singer of Tales, Albert Lord went even further: ―oral poets who are not 

traditional do not exist‖ (155). He explains that oral tradition ―must be accepted and sung 

by other singers in order to become a part of the tradition… and so the process continues 

from generation to generation‖ (100). The importance of Parry‘s theories to my research 

is manyfold. First, Parry highlights the link between the oral performance to the 

community and the culture. Second, he explains how much of any oral composition is 

recreated in performance, as is the case with The Vision of Theophilus.  

Lord‘s continuation of Parry's fieldwork is also vital for the present study, since it 

valorizes communal tradition in oral composition, and specifically, highlights narrative 

variation as a necessary condition of all oral composition. Careful contextualization of 

variation will be vital to our understanding of the composition of The Vision of 

Theophilus as stemming from traditional Coptic religious beliefs, as we shall see in 

chapter six (―Composition, Performance and Reception‖). In Lord's seminal book Singer 

of Tales, he points out the misconceptions that scholars from literate societies harbor 
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regarding oral composition and transmission. Elizabeth Shanks Alexander explains, 

―Lord exposes the natural bias involved in thinking of oral transmission in terms of 

reproducing a fixed exemplar. Only someone from a literate society where exact 

reproduction is technologically possible and confirmable would assume that oral 

transmission preserves text in a verbatim fashion‖ (13).  Through a series of interviews in 

the Singer of Tales with the South Slavic guslar singers, Lord proves that singers speak 

of ―word for word‖ similitude despite the variations in the transcripts of the performances 

of the same poem, suggesting that they don‘t measure the faithfulness of their song by 

verbatim reproduction (27-9). Lord concluded that oral composition and transmission has 

to be understood as a series of performances with renewed composition (13). The oral 

poet is fluent in the repertoire of his tradition and is therefore able to reproduce the same 

engaging song or story during another performance. It is never a word-for word 

repetition, yet is always in some sense the same.  Oral transmission therefore requires the 

singer to master the subject matter and the tradition and to be able to put them all together 

during the oral performance. Foley, in How to Read an Oral Poem, concludes that each 

performance could better be called ―a version‖ rather than ―the version.‖ He adds, 

―Scholarship has established beyond doubt that there isn‘t any such thing as an archetype 

or master version‖ (143). 

The recognition of the non-existence of a master version as the expected norm in 

oral traditions is particularly important in the case of The Vision of Theophilus because of 

its political and cultural implications for the Copts. Today we have in our possession a 

number of Arabic variants, in addition to an Ethiopic and a Syriac variant, because The 

Vision of Theophilus has diffused to these neighboring oriental Orthodox cultures. None 
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is a word for word copy of the other. Each is a variant. The modern Coptic nervousness 

about the lack of one authoritative text is meaningless in this setting. Father Angelios, 

custodian of Al-Muharraq Manuscript‘s Library, has admitted that he has put a halt on 

the issuing of an official Coptic version of The Vision because of the challenges of 

identifying the ―authoritative text‖ among many variants (Angelios). An explicit goal of 

this study is therefore to help defuse anxiety in the wider Coptic religious community 

regarding the existence of different variants; after all, it is these variants upon which the 

Coptic religious and historical tradition is built. In comparing variants in future chapters, 

we will pay careful attention to the similitude (characterized also as stability) of most of 

its vital components, including performative location, structure, and plot. 

As mentioned above, Parry and Lord noted that oral traditions are formed within a 

community through a set of established conventions and through the use of traditional 

phraseology, rendering the question of individual authorship insignificant in this setting. 

Parry and Lord‘s studies showed that a number of poets from the same culture would 

narrate the same tradition using the same formulaic compositions. This is equally true of 

The Vision of Theophilus' wider tradition. Not only is the narration/performance 

undertaken by many priests, especially on feast days, but also by other community 

members. Given this important performative aspect of The Vision's transmission, this 

study is equally indebted to Foley's expansion of Parry & Lord‘s oral-formulaic theories. 

In order to better explain the importance of contextualizing oral tradition in its culture to 

fully grasp the significance and hidden meanings of the formulaic phrase, Foley expands 

the explanation of words in oral traditions from ―what‖ they mean to ―how‖ they mean. 

Formulaic building blocks of oral compositions, whether they are recurrent phrases, 
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themes or story patterns, are not simply mnemonic aids. Instead, they enrich the 

performance because of their use as traditional referents. They open additional semiotic 

fields for the culturally attuned.  

 Foley explains that formulaic composition works as a specialized, artistic 

language: 

 Immanent Art assumes that such a language – no matter how useful it may prove 

in a practical, get-the-job done sense – is also a finely honed instrument for 

articulate and economical communication. Structures and patterns exist not 

merely as mechanically useful items but as vehicles for meaning and artistry. 

(How to Read 113).  

Foley notes the use of idiom as leverage ―to help shoulder the expressive burden‖ (117). 

In this situation, a few words can transmit much. The audience receives a multi-layered 

message. In his essay ―Word-Power, Performance and Tradition,‖ Foley further 

explained word-power via the relationship between ―the enabling referent‖ and ―the 

enabling event‖ through the use of the metonymy (278). For example, the ―where‖ of the 

performance makes it ―reach beyond lexical to metonymic signification‖ (289). Through 

Foley‘s conceptual lens, I will demonstrate in this study that traditional referentiality has 

worked (and is in fact still working) as a secret code among the members of the Coptic 

society, enabling them to communicate their pride, fear, pain and anxiety about their past, 

present and future while shielding these same communications from the constant 

surveillance of the dominant culture. To take one example, whereas the word ―desert‖ 

usually denotes harsh living conditions, it connotes a safe haven for the Copts who have 

historically fled to the desert during times of persecution. In chapter 6 (Composition, 
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Performance, and Reception) I will also show how performing ―The Vision of 

Theophilus‖ at the specific location with which it is associated metonymically enriches 

its political meaning and message of resistance. 

Parry, Lord, and Foley‘s work on oral-formulaic theory hailed the beginning of 

extensive application of their theories to different ethnic oral literary forms--everything 

from slam poetry to sermons and oral traditions ranging in geography from South Africa 

to Tibet (Foley, How to Read 1-5 and passim). Most of the scholarly work today on oral 

literature is in the arena of application of oral theories to specific oral tradition 

communities and genres, past and present.
99

 One such localized area of research has 

helped provide important insight on The Vision of Theophilus, a prose homily delivered 

in public Coptic religious occasions and which serves as an entire sermon or as a part of 

the sermon: Bruce Rosenberg‘s pioneering theoretical work on the formulaic composition 

of the American Folk Sermon in the South. In his 1986 essay, ―The Message of the 

American Folk Sermon,‖ Rosenberg builds on theories of oral performativity and notes:  

The tradition-oriented audience brings to each performance a knowledge 

of narrative tradition, of language (lexicon and formal considerations such 

as ritualized openings, closings, means of advancing the story, and so on), 

and of aural style. The congregation enjoys the sermon because they know 

what is coming next, and how it will be expressed. Too much has been 

made of the comfort the audience allegedly derives from hearing familiar 

                                                 
99

 To an extent, my research also falls within this category: It applies oral literature theories 

discussed above to The Vision of Theophilus, in addition to relating changes in the traditions to 

historical changes in socioeconomic and political conditions. 

 



85 

material; being able to anticipate the performer enables members of the 

congregation (or of any oral audience) to participate in the performance, to 

contribute to it. (14) 

 Rosenberg analyzes the repetitive structure of the American sermon, explains its 

formulaic structure, and shows how these formulae helped facilitate composition during 

performance while simultaneously enabling the audience to play a participatory role 

through their prior knowledge of what to expect from attending former sermons. His 

theories provided me with a good model with which to make comparisons to The Vision 

of Theophilus, an oral Coptic homily. 

In addition to oral-formulaic theory, my research has also benefited from 

formalist considerations, such as those offered by Russian Formalist Vladimir Propp. 

Working with oral folktales, Propp‘s study of narrative structure pointed to repetitive 

patterns and structures, and suggested that the narrative arc of any such tale could be 

effectively expressed in stable, morphemic plot units, or functions. In his influential 

Morphology of a Folktale (1928), Propp thus divided the components of one hundred 

Russian folktales into specific constants and variables, among them: using nouns like 

―departure‖ when the protagonist leaves his home; the ―first function of the donor‖ (the 

plot point when the protagonist is first attacked or tested) or the ―hero‘s reaction to 

donor‖ (the plot point when the protagonist performs a service); and ―spatial transference 

between two realms‖ when the protagonist is transferred or led to another location by 

another agent. I highlight these specific functions because they are  readily apparent in 

The Vision of Theophilus: Christ the protagonist departs from his home; is attacked by 

thieves or meets a sick man; overcomes the thieves and heals the sick man;  moves on to 
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another city. Propp explains not only that ―Functions of characters serve as stable, 

constant elements in a tale, independent of how and by whom they are fulfilled‖ (21), but 

also that these functions are limited in number and always appear in the same sequence. 

In contrast, the dramatis personae who enact or react to the functions are variable and 

their numbers can be very large.  Propp also identified the spheres of action, the 

interaction between character and function that can shift from one tale to another. The 

tale thus balances between strict uniformity and abundant, ever-changing detail; this is 

what for Propp explains ―the two-fold quality of a tale: its amazing multiformity, 

picturesqueness, and color, and on the other hand, its no less striking uniformity, its 

repetition‖ (20-21). 

Although Propp uses his functions to analyze folktales written for entertainment 

while my research deals with a specific religious oral tradition, deemed history by the 

culture that produced it, I have used his division of tales into units or functions to break 

down the several available variants of The Vision of Theophilus into manageable units 

with the purpose of identifying missing or added units in each variant in order to then 

account for these changes. Propp‘s approach also helped illuminate the repetitive 

narrative pattern in The Vision. His structural analytical framework proved useful 

especially when juxtaposing The Vision of Theophilus to The Homily of the Church of the 

Rock, another story in the saga of the visit of the Holy Family to Egypt with a similar 

story pattern and embedded narratological functions.  

 Finally, Jan Vansina‘s study and methodology of how oral traditions can be used 

to construct history has informed the current study's investigation of the potential 

historicity of The Vision. In Oral Tradition as History (1985), Vansina tackled the 
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problematic question of the historicity and authenticity of oral traditions.  He first 

acknowledges that a culture will believe in the authenticity of its oral traditions: ―No one 

in oral societies doubts that memories can be faithful repositories which contain the sum 

total of past human experience and explain the how and why of present day conditions‖ 

(xi). Cautioning against the use of oral tradition as history in all cases, he then creates a 

methodology for verifying the historicity and authenticity of some traditions to account 

for their use in constructing the lost past. His methodological approach is particularly 

vital for understanding The Vision of Theophilus, an oral tradition believed by the Copts 

to reflect historical truth. The Vision shapes the Copts identity, social life, religious ritual, 

celebrations, past, present and future. Most importantly, it acts as a safe repository where 

they preserve their culture, language, history and faith. Like that of all vanquished 

cultures, the Copts‘ history has been severely changed, and in many dimensions erased, 

by the dominating Arab state apparatus. In times of political persecution, overt counter-

narratives to the state‘s master narrative are impossible without a politically safe vehicle. 

Orality has historically provided the Copts that safe space of resistance, and they have 

passed on their history and cultural practices orally from one generation to the next. It is, 

therefore essential to examine The Vision of Theophilus through Jan Vansina‘s 

conceptual lens of oral narrative as authentic history.   

The work of these prominent oral and postcolonial theorists informs the structural 

and comparative analysis that I will be undertaking in the following chapters; their 

theoretical framework provides the groundwork on which I will develop my theory about 

the change of the oral tradition of The Vision of Theophilus as a result of changing 

historical conditions. I have constructed a comparative apparatus of old and new Coptic 
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variants of The Vision of Theophilus in Egypt with two diffused variants, Ethiopic and 

Syriac, to uncover the reasons behind their differences and similarities and to relate them 

to the particular cultural context of each variant. Comparing the context of the variants 

sheds light on the reasons for differences and helps identify composition conditions that 

might have resulted in these differences. 

Despite the usefulness of the above-mentioned theoretical work on oral-formulaic 

composition, it is important to note its limitations when applied to The Vision of 

Theophilus. To begin with, this text only exists in three different languages, Arabic, Geez 

and Syriac. The question of translation further complicates analysis. According to the 

oldest surviving Arabic manuscript, Vaticano Arabo 698, this homily was composed in 

Coptic.  Following the Arabic colonization of Egypt, the Coptic language was banned 

from use in the 9
th

 century. As a result, translation of all Coptic traditions into Arabic 

began in the 12
th

 century. Because of persecution of the Coptic language, and given the 

limited number of manuscripts (the main mode of transmission being oral), few Coptic 

manuscripts survived. In the case of The Vision of Theophilus, there is not a single Coptic 

original; although a number of Arabic variants survived, only one is traceable to its 

Coptic original. Luckily, a partial Coptic copy of The Homily of the Church of the Rock--

which refers to key details of The Vision--survives. This Coptic copy has been dated 

somewhere between the 6
th

 and 8
th

 century, bringing us much closer to the time of The 

Vision’s presumed original composition. Giving us an idea about the components of the 

earliest version, this homily provides evidence of the Vision's original narrative structure, 

sentence composition, and stable narrative components. At the same time, translations 

preserve repetition (if not the specificities of the original language), and it is therefore 
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safe to talk about compositional repetition, especially at the level of narrative units.  This 

study openly acknowledges that we are, in the case of many variants, dealing with a work 

in translation; some of the original features of the originary oral composition may have 

been blurred by the translation to Arabic, especially in the areas of rhyme and meter. In 

addition, Arabic uses rhyming words and some use of meter in its prose which may 

account for some of the musical features in the texts that we have today.
100

 This research 

will deliberately not analyze rhyme or meter as an oral compositional element because 

these elements are necessarily variable in the different languages in which the Vision 

appears. 

To conclude this chapter on methodological approach, let us consider briefly 

Fanon‘s observation that colonized cultures, especially when identifying themselves as a 

coherent group, will tend to idealize their past in ideologically counterproductive ways. 

To this, Alan Dundes, an influential folklorist, suggested that folktales be treated as 

dreams and subjected to Freudian and Jungian psychoanalysis. He asserts that folktales 

can reveal a nation‘s psyche, its repressed desires or emotions, through projection of the 

unconscious in other forms of expression or inverse projection where one‘s desires and 

emotions are attributed to another who is ―the object of those feelings‖ (Dundes, Maiden 

60). From this perspective, oral traditions provide a ―socially sanctioned means of 

expressing one‘s anxiety‖ regarding a colonizing culture (Dundes, ―Ways‖ 44).  

                                                 
100

 I remind the reader that ethnopoetics, which encourages the consideration of poetic and prose 

compositions within the ethnic framework that produced them rather than through Eurocentric 

esthetics and criteria, is of tremendous methodological value in this study. As a Coptic oral 

tradition, this work has to be evaluated using Coptic ideology and esthetics. 
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Alan Dundes‘ psychoanalytic approach can give us insight into the oral narratives 

of the Copts and how they see themselves and see others in light of historical political 

oppression, religious persecution, and poor socio-economic conditions. If oral traditions  

can in fact be said to depict cultures in idealistic ways because they serve to reflect the 

repressed wishes of the people who composed them, this might provide a point of entry 

for understanding the latent idealism of much Coptic narrative in which Copts are 

uniformly portrayed as faithful believers, as compared to outsiders. It might also allow us 

to better understand the suppression of narratives of Christian conversion to Islam, or 

narratives of complicity.  

To sum up, postcolonial theory informs this study's approach to questions of 

cultural persecution, and provides stable terminology through which to express the 

relationship between the Copts as those who are historically oppressed, and Muslims as 

colonizing subjects. Postcolonial discourse further helps locate and identify areas of 

Coptic cultural domination, and helps redefine agency (narrative, cultural, and otherwise) 

in terms of empowering representational practices. Oral studies informs our analysis of 

the composition, performance, reception, and transmission of The Vision of Theophilus as 

a complex oral tradition in which many levels of agency and resistance to identity erosion 

have historically been embedded. Finally, ethnic studies encourages a consideration of 

the Vision's tradition on its own cultural terms, allowing us to treat with seriousness, and 

as a clear methodological point, the Copts' clear belief in the historicity of the Vision 

tradition.  

The following chapter contains a comparative study of the variants and renditions 

referred to in Chapter 2 (―Manuscripts‖); this textual apparatus takes the form of three 
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tables which show the differences and similarities in the narrative units of each variant. 

These tables have been constructed to allow a visual appreciation of the obvious 

differences among the variants, and form the basis of the analytical study contained in the 

concluding chapters. 
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5. Comparative Tables 

 

Table A 

The purpose of this comparative table is to provide a comprehensive view of a 

representative sample of manuscripts and publications for The Vision of Theophilus. 

Included are four old variants of The Vision of Theophilus itself, along with three modern 

versions. The four old variants are represented on the left, in the first four columns; the 

three new versions are on the right, in the three last columns. 

 I remind the reader that the old variants are represented by three original 

manuscripts and one manuscript published in print. All four are in Arabic. The first and 

oldest of the three manuscripts, dated AD 1284, is housed in the Vatican library and was 

translated and published by I. Guidi in 1917. The second is MS 12/42, dated 1783 and 

housed in Al-Muharraq Monastery in Egypt. The third is dated 1722 and housed in St. 

John the Short Monastery with a microfiche copy in Mar Mina‘s Monastery centralized 

library in Egypt. The fourth is an early twentieth century publication of an older 

manuscript, published in 1927 as part of Kitab mayamir wa ajaib aql-adhra.by Jirjis 

Hunayn. The three new renditions are all modern publications, published in the last forty- 

five years. The first is Dr. Otto Meinardus‘ The Holy Family in Egypt (1983), the second 

is Bishop Gregorious‘ 1990 Al-Muharraq Monastery and the third is Visit of the Holy 

Family to Egypt and Misr Qadima, 2000 Years Commemoration (published by the nuns‘ 

monastery of MarGirgis in 2000 to celebrate the new millennium). 
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 The comparative table shows the agreement of the old variants in narration style 

and plot events. There are hardly any differences among these variants, with the 

exception of Hunayn‘s 1927 publication that adds a brief paragraph, without details, 

about several new stations. Because of this addition, the Coptic Church does not 

recognize this publication as an official copy of The Vision of Theophilus. Father 

Angelios explained that the editor added this section based upon the knowledge acquired 

through the passage of time about the route of the Holy Family, but this route wasn‘t a 

part of the original Vision. It is worth noting that the editor of this book does not claim 

that his narrative is a copy of an old manuscript. For the purposes of this study, it is 

treated as an early twentieth century variant whose principal value is to show historical 

change (in this case, additions) of the documented tradition.  

 The comparative table provides a visual concordance of narrative units, or 

narremes. Modern variants are listed on the right side of the table; true manuscript 

variants on the left. The reader can easily compare narremes and key plot events from 

version to version. The reader will note that the modern variants no longer focus on the 

original narrative frame of The Vision of Theophilus, but have instead developed a 

narrative description of a much longer route in which The Vision of Theophilus is 

awarded a place as a local tradition in one of the stations.   

 In the following chapter, this table will be used as a reference to support the 

structural narrative analysis of key passages from multiple variants.  
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Table A 
AD 1284 AD 1722 AD 1783 AD 1927 AD 1983 AD 1992 AD 2000 

MS 698 

Vatican  

 

St. John the 

Short  

 

MS 12/42 

Al-Muharraq 

Kitab 

mayamir 

Cairo 

 

The Holy Family in 

Egypt 

 

Al-Muharraq Monastery 

 

The Visit of the Holy 

Family to Egypt 

 

Introduction: 

Background 

of the story – 

its author- its 

subject. 

 

Introduction: 

Background of 

the story – its 

interlocutor- its 

subject- the 

celebration day 

of the 

consecration of 

the house/ 

church. 

 

Introduction: 

Background 

of the story – 

its author- its 

subject- the 

celebration 

day of the 

consecration 

of the house/ 

church. 

 

 

Introduction: 

Historical and political 

background of Egypt 

during the time of the 

Ptolemies and Egypt as 

a Roman province. 

 Introduction: 

Egypt and its importance  

in the Bible- in the Old 

Testament and the new 

Testament as a refuge for 

the Israelites. 

 

 

The time of 

the vision. 

   
 

  

  Theophilus 

acquires 

resources 

from the 

pagan 

temples upon 

approval of 

Emperor 

Theodosius. 

 

Theophilus 

hears the oral 

tradition, 

travels to the 

South three 

 

 

  

9
4
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AD 1284 AD 1722 AD 1783 AD 1927 AD 1983 AD 1992 AD 2000 

days before 

the 21
st
 of 

Tuba, the 

Virgin‘s 

departure 

feast. 

 

He finds 

three 

hundreds 

monks in the 

area. 

 Beginning of 

the vision‘s 

story: 

Beginning of 

the vision‘s 

story: 

Beginning 

of the 

vision‘s 

story: 

   

 Praise and 

thanksgiving to 

God for his law, 

his incarnation, 

his revelation, 

his apostles, his 

priests and 

servants. 

 

 Praise and 

thanksgivin

g to God for 

his gifts of 

wisdom and 

his 

incarnation.  

 

Address to 

the 

congregatio

n.  

 

   

Theophilus 

cites David‘s 

prophecy 

about the 

holy 

Theophilus 

cites David‘s 

prophecy about 

the holy 

mountain and 

Theophilus 

starts with 

David‘s 

prophecy 

about the 

Theophilus 

cites 

David‘s 

prophecy 

about the 

   

9
5
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AD 1284 AD 1722 AD 1783 AD 1927 AD 1983 AD 1992 AD 2000 

mountain 

and its 

fulfillment in 

Qus‘qam‘s 

mountain. 

 

its fulfillment in 

Qus‘qam‘s 

mountain. 

 

holy 

mountain 

and its 

fulfillment in 

Qus‘qam‘s 

mountain. 

 

 

holy 

mountain 

and its 

fulfillment 

in 

Qus‘qam‘s 

mountain. 

 

Praise of  

Mount 

Qus‘qam as 

the abode of 

God, the 

angels and 

all the 

heavenly 

beings. 

Mount 

Qus‘qam is 

hailed as the 

equivalent of 

Mount 

Horeb and 

Mount Sinai.  

 

Praise of  

Mount 

Qus‘qam as the 

abode of God, 

the Virgin 

Mary, the 

angels and all 

the heavenly 

beings. Mount 

Qus‘qam is 

hailed as the 

equivalent of 

Mount Horeb 

and Mount 

Sinai.  

 

 Praise of  

Mount 

Qus‘qam as 

the abode of 

God, the 

angels and 

all the 

heavenly 

beings. 

Mount 

Qus‘qam is 

hailed as the 

equivalent 

of Mount 

Horeb and 

Mount 

Sinai.  

 

 

   

 

Compares 

Mount 

Qus‘qam to 

the Mount of 

Olives.  

Isaiah‘s 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Isaiah‘s 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Isaiah‘s 

   

 

 

 

 

 

Description of the 

9
6
 

 



97 

AD 1284 AD 1722 AD 1783 AD 1927 AD 1983 AD 1992 AD 2000 

prophecy 

about the 

Virgin 

giving birth 

and God 

giving peace 

in that 

mountain 

 

 

The 

mountain as 

an 

everlasting 

altar to 

which all 

nations will 

come for 

blessing and 

forgiveness 

of their sins 

prophecy about 

the Virgin 

giving birth and 

God giving 

peace in that 

mountain. 

 

 

The mountain 

as an 

everlasting altar 

to which all 

nations will 

come for 

blessing and 

forgiveness of 

their sins. 

 

 prophecy 

about the 

Virgin 

giving birth 

and God 

giving 

peace in 

that 

mountain. 

 

The 

mountain as 

an 

everlasting 

altar to 

which all 

nations will 

come for 

blessing and 

forgiveness 

of their sins. 

prophecies about Egypt in 

the Old Testament and 

their fulfillment in the 

Visit of the Holy Family 

to Egypt and in the 

history of the Copts 

Isaiah‘s 

prophecy 

about a holy 

mountain at 

the end of 

time and its 

fulfillment in 

Qus‘qam. 

 

Isaiah‘s 

prophecy about 

a holy mountain 

at the end of 

time and its 

fulfillment in 

Qus‘qam. 

 

 Isaiah‘s 

prophecy 

about a holy 

mountain at 

the end of 

time and its 

fulfillment 

in Qus‘qam. 

   

John the 

Beloved‘s 

prophecy 

about the 

John the 

Beloved‘s 

prophecy about 

the woman in 

John the 

Beloved‘s 

prophecy 

about the 

John the 

Beloved‘s 

prophecy 

about the 
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woman in  

Apocalypse 

and its 

fulfillment in 

the Virgin 

Mary and 

the desert of 

Egypt. 

Apocalypse and 

its fulfillment in 

the Virgin Mary 

and the desert 

of Egypt. 

woman in 

Apocalypse 

and its 

fulfillment in 

the Virgin 

Mary and the 

desert of 

Egypt. 

woman in 

Apocalypse 

and its 

fulfillment 

in the 

Virgin Mary 

and the 

desert of 

Egypt. 

Theophilus‘ 

joy upon 

arrival at a 

site of sin 

forgiveness. 

Theophilus 

offers thanks 

to God 

He recounts 

St. 

Athanasius 

fight against 

the heretics. 

Theophilus 

recounts the 

churches that 

he has built. 

King 

Theodosius 

visit because 

of the found 

treasure 

The talk 

between the 

King and 

Theophilus‘ joy 

upon arrival at a 

site of sin 

forgiveness. 

Theophilus 

offers thanks to 

God. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theophilus‘ 

joy upon 

arrival at a 

site of sin 

forgiveness. 

Theophilus 

offers thanks 

to God. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theophilus‘ 

joy upon 

arrival at a 

site of sin 

forgiveness. 

Theophilus 

offers 

thanks to 

God. 
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Theophilus. 

The king 

gives 

Theophilus 

the keys of 

the pagan 

temples. 

 

The 

miraculous 

appearance 

of  of the 

three theos. 

 

The king 

departs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Later, 

Theophilus 

opens the 

pagan 

temples and 

acquires 

their wealth.  

He builds 

several 

churches.  

(Repetition: 

He hears 

about this 

site and 

comes to 

visit) 

 

      

Theophilus Theophilus Theophilus Theophilus    

9
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expresses his 

surprise at 

the humility 

of the 

church. 

expresses his 

surprise at the 

humility of the 

church. 

expresses his 

surprise at 

the humility 

of the 

church. 

expresses 

his surprise 

at the 

humility of 

the church. 

Theophilus 

addresses the 

congregation 

asking them 

to listen 

attentively: 

 

 The 

miraculous 

appearance 

of the three 

theos. 

 

    

The Previous 

Sunday  

 

A few days 

later,  

 

A few days 

later,  

 

    

Theophilus 

goes to the 

Virgin‘s 

room and, 

prays to 

Jesus to 

learn about 

the visit and 

to build a 

church. 

 

Theophilus 

goes to the 

Virgin‘s room 

and, prays to 

Jesus to learn 

about the visit 

and to build a 

church. 

Theophilus 

goes to the 

Virgin‘s 

room and, 

prays to 

Jesus to learn 

about the 

visit and to 

build a 

church. 

Theophilus 

goes to the 

Virgin‘s 

room and, 

prays to 

Jesus to 

learn about 

the visit and 

to build a 

church. 

   

The Vision 

proper: 

The Virgin 

with Michael 

and Gabriel 

appear. 

Theophilus 

in fear falls 

The Vision 

proper: 

The Virgin with 

Michael and 

Gabriel appear. 

Theophilus in 

fear falls to his 

knees. 

The Vision 

proper: 

The Virgin 

with Michael 

and Gabriel 

appear. 

Theophilus 

in fear falls 

The Vision 

proper: 

The Virgin 

with 

Michael and 

Gabriel 

appear. 

Theophilus 
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to his knees. 

Michael 

raises and 

strengthens 

him and the 

Virgin 

praises and 

blesses 

Theophilus. 

Michael raises 

and strengthens 

him and the 

Virgin praises 

and blesses 

Theophilus. 

to his knees. 

Michael 

raises and 

strengthens 

him and the 

Virgin 

praises and 

blesses 

Theophilus. 

in fear falls 

to his knees. 

Michael 

raises and 

strengthens 

him and the 

Virgin 

praises and 

blesses 

Theophilus. 

The Virgin 

introduces 

herself and 

explains the 

purpose of 

her 

appearance: 

a. he 

must not 

build a  

church, 

but 

instead 

leave 

the site 

untouch

ed 

b. to 

inform 

him 

about 

the Holy 

Family‘

s visit 

The Virgin 

introduces 

herself and 

explains the 

purpose of her 

appearance: 

a. he must 

not build a  

church, but 

instead 

leave the 

site 

untouched 

b. to 

inform him 

about the 

Holy 

Family‘s 

visit 

 

 

Theophilus 

bows in 

humility and 

The Virgin 

introduces 

herself and 

explains the 

purpose of 

her 

appearance: 

a. tell 

him 

not 

to 

buil

d a  

chur

ch 

but 

to 

leav

e 

the 

plac

e 

unto

uch

The Virgin 

introduces 

herself and 

explains the 

purpose of 

her 

appearance: 

a. tell him 

about 

the 

Holy 

Family’

s visit 

b.  tell 

him 

about  

their 

choice 

of 

Mount 

Qus‘qa

m 

 

 

   

1
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Theophilus 

bows in 

humility and 

thanks her. 

 

 

thanks her. 

 

 

ed 

b. tell 

him 

abo

ut 

the 

Hol

y 

Fam

ily‘s 

visit 

Theophilus 

bows, is 

humbled and 

thanks her. 

 

 

 

 

The Virgin 

instructs him 

to listen and 

write down 

her words, 

and to send 

it  to all 

believers. 

 

 The Virgin 

instructs him 

to listen and 

write down 

her words, 

and to send it  

to all 

believers. 

The Virgin 

instructs 

him to listen 

and write 

down her 

words, and 

to send it  to 

all 

believers. 

Theophilus 

bows and 

thanks her. 

 

   

The Virgin 

starts the 

narration of 

the events of 

her visit to 

Egypt. 

The Virgin 

starts the 

narration of the 

events of her 

visit to Egypt. 

The Virgin 

starts the 

narration of 

the events of 

her visit to 

Egypt. 

The Virgin 

starts the 

narration of 

the events 

of her visit 

to Egypt. 

   

1
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Bethlehem: 

the star of 

Jesus 

appears. 

The Virgin 

is lonely, 

afraid, 

inexperience

d and 

without 

provision for 

the baby. 

 

Cow and 

donkey wait 

on Christ in 

the stable. 

Bethlehem 

 

 

The Virgin is 

lonely, afraid, 

inexperienced 

and without 

provision for 

the baby. 

Bethlehem: 

the star of 

Jesus appears 

The Virgin is 

lonely, 

afraid, 

inexperience

d and 

without 

provision for 

the baby. 

Bethlehem:- 

the star of 

Jesus 

appears 

The Virgin 

is lonely, 

afraid, 

inexperienc

ed and 

without 

provision 

for the 

baby. 

Attempts to reconcile 

history and 

astronomical 

occurrences with the 

Biblical account of the 

birth of Christ. 

  

Birthday of 

Jesus, 29
th
 

Kiahk. 

The angels 

celebrate in 

the manger. 

Kiahk- 

 the star of 

Jesus appears. 

The angels 

celebrate in the 

manger. 

Birthday of 

Jesus, 29
th
 

Kiahk. 

The angels 

celebrate in 

the manger. 

Birthday of 

Jesus, 29
th
 

Kiahk. The 

angels 

celebrate in 

the manger. 

 

   

Salome and 

Joseph arrive 

after the 

birth, 

Salome 

rejoices and 

vows to 

accompany 

the Virgin 

until her 

Salome and 

Joseph arrive 

after the birth, 

Salome rejoices 

and vows to 

accompany the 

Virgin until her 

death. 

The shepherds 

arrive and 

Salome and 

Joseph arrive 

after the 

birth, Salome 

rejoices and 

vows to 

accompany 

the Virgin 

until her 

death. 

Salome and 

Joseph 

arrive after 

the birth, 

Salome 

rejoices and 

vows to 

accompany 

the Virgin 

until her 
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death. 

The 

shepherds 

arrive and 

praise God 

and the 

Virgin.  

 

praise God and 

the Virgin.  

 

 

The 

shepherds 

arrive and 

praise God 

and the 

Virgin. 

 

death. 

The 

shepherds 

arrive and 

praise God 

and the 

Virgin. 

Eight days 

later Jesus is 

circumcised. 

 

The Magi 

visit  

Herod asks 

the Magi to 

return. 

Eight days later 

Jesus is 

circumcised. 

The Magi visit  

Herod & The 

Magi incident.  

Eight days 

later Jesus is 

circumcised. 

The Magi 

visit  

Herod & The 

Magi 

incident. 

Eight days 

later Jesus 

is 

circumcised

. 

The Magi 

visit  

Herod & 

The Magi 

incident. 

   

The 

presentation 

of Christ in 

the temple 

and 

Simeon‘s 

death. 

 

The 

presentation of 

Christ in the 

temple and 

Simeon‘s death. 

The 

presentation 

of Christ in 

the temple 

and 

Simeon‘s 

death. 

The 

presentation 

of Christ in 

the temple 

and 

Simeon‘s 

death. 

   

Holy Family 

returns to 

Jerusalem. 

 

 Holy Family 

returns to 

Jerusalem. 

 

Holy 

Family 

returns to 

Jerusalem. 

 

   

Satan 

prompts 

Herod to 

Herod orders 

the Massacre of 

the Innocent. 

Satan 

prompts 

Herod to 

Satan 

prompts 

Herod to 

  The Massacre of the 

Innocent. 

1
0
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perform the 

Massacre of 

the Innocent. 

 

 perform the 

Massacre of 

the Innocent. 

perform the 

Massacre of 

the 

Innocent. 

The Angel 

appears to 

Joseph and 

prompts him 

to flee to 

Egypt. 

 

The Angel 

appears to 

Joseph and 

prompts him to 

flee to Egypt. 

The Angel 

appears to 

Joseph and 

prompts him 

to flee to 

Egypt. 

The Angel 

appears to 

Joseph and 

prompts 

him to flee 

to Egypt. 

 The Angel appears to 

Joseph and prompts him 

to flee to Egypt 

The Angel appears to 

Joseph and prompts him 

to flee to Egypt.  

    

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Salome puts the hand of 

Christ on the doors of 

Jerusalem and they open. 

 

The sources of the 

tradition: The Vision of 

Theophilus, Synaxarium, 

My’mar of  Cyriacus, and 

My’mar of Zacharius. 

The Holy 

Family and 

Salome 

depart to 

Egypt. 

The trip to 

Egypt: 

 

 

The Holy 

Family and 

Salome depart 

to Egypt. 

The trip to 

Egypt: 

 

Virgin and 

Christ interact 

The Holy 

Family and 

Salome 

depart to 

Egypt. 

The trip to 

Egypt: 

 

Virgin and 

The Holy 

Family and 

Salome 

depart to 

Egypt. 

The pains of  

the trip to 

Egypt: 

 

According to an 

Armenian tradition and 

infancy gospel -before 

their departure from 

Jerusalem the family 

tarried in a grotto where 

a few milk drops fell 

from the Virgin while 

she was suckling Christ. 

The Holy Family and 

Salome depart to Egypt. 

 

Isaiah‘s prophecy 19:1 

about the falling of the 

idols and Mary as the 

white cloud. 

 

Listing historians Denys 

 

1
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Virgin and 

Christ 

interact as 

mother/child 

Jesus cries to 

be carried 

and the 

Virgin, 

Salome and 

Joseph takes 

turns in 

carrying 

him. 

 

as mother/child 

Jesus cries to be 

carried and the 

Virgin carries 

him. 

Christ 

interact as 

mother/child 

Jesus cries to 

be carried 

and the 

Virgin, 

Salome and 

Joseph takes 

turns in 

carrying him. 

 

These turned the rock 

into milky white and 

gave them healing 

power. 

 

The family goes to the 

philistine city of 

Ashkelon and then to 

Hebron where they 

stayed for six months 

according to the 

Armenian Infancy 

Gospel 

An expansion on this 

section of the route to 

Egypt based upon old 

caravan routes. 

Le Chartereux and 

Palladium who speak 

about the falling of the 

idols when Christ visited 

Egypt. 

 

Celebrated on 24
th
 of 

Bashans 

The doxology of that 

feast.  

 

     Historical sources citing 

camel trade routes from 

Jerusalem to Egypt. The 

reasons why the family 

avoided these known 

routes; further, and the 

church‘s accepted sources 

including Theophilus‘ 

Vision and the 

Synaxarium, makes us 

believe that they took an 

alternate off the beaten 

track, just as the Virgin 

told Theophilus. 

 

 

Arrival at 

first 

Arrival at first 

Egyptian city 

Arrival at 

first 

Arrival into 

Egypt 

Arrival into Egypt 

 

Arrival into Egypt 

 

Arrival into Egypt 

Adds new stations like 

1
0
6
 

 



107 

AD 1284 AD 1722 AD 1783 AD 1927 AD 1983 AD 1992 AD 2000 

Egyptian 

city on 26
th
 

Bashans – 

 

on 24
th
 Bashans Egyptian city 

on 24
th

 

Bashans – 

 

 Sheikh Zoeed, Areesh, 

etc. and describes 

Christian archeological 

sites in each of them 

 

The two 

thieves one 

Egyptian and 

one Jew see 

Christ in 

green and 

gold slippers 

and scheme 

to steal 

them. 

 

   Pithom- Family hides in 

a cave. Wild animals 

mingle with the tame 

ones. 

 

 Rafia:Where they first 

met the two thieves 

 

New Stations: 

Sheikh Zoeed, 

Areesh, 

Faloseeat, and 

Mohamadia. 

 

Christ 

thirsts, but 

no one gives 

the Virgin 

water. 

 

Thieves 

come back, 

take Jesus‘ 

slippers. 

 

The Virgin 

weeps and 

Jesus creates 

a healing 

well for 

strangers not 

for the 

  Farma- 

Basta- 

Mahamma-

Bilbays- 

Minyat 

Ganah- 

Sammanoud

- El 

Burulus- 

Matlaa-

Bilad El 

Sibakh-

Wadi El-

Natrun- 

Heliopolis- 

Fustat-Abu 

Sarga 

Then South: 

 

 

 

 

Farma- 

 

Farma  

Gives a historical account 

of the rise and fall of this 

city and of the references 

to the old churches and 

monasteries in it. 

1
0
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residents of 

that city. 

 

The idols 

fall 

 

Ashmonaim

-Qus‘qam 

Miracles of 

Christ along 

the way. 

 

  Basta at 

Belbeis- 

unblessed 

city 

The two 

thieves one 

Egyptian and 

one Jew see 

Christ in red 

and gold 

slippers and 

scheme to 

steal them 

Christ thirsts, 

but no one 

gives the 

Virgin water. 

Thieves 

come back, 

take Jesus‘ 

slippers The 

Virgin weeps  

and Jesus 

creates a 

healing well  

known today 

as Mahama 

for strangers 

 Basta 

Unblessed city 

The two thieves one 

Egyptian and one Jew 

see Christ in red and 

gold slippers and 

scheme to steal them. 

Christ thirsts, but no 

one gives the Virgin 

water. 

Thieves come back, 

take Jesus‘ slippers. 

The Virgin weeps and 

Jesus creates a healing 

well known today as 

Mahama. 

 

Basta- Jesus creates a 

healing well 

The idols fall in front of 

Christ 

Its people mistreat the 

Holy Family The family 

moves outside and Jesus 

creates a well under a tree 

known today as Mahama. 

A church was built in this 

spot in the year 1185 AD 

The consecration of the 

church is celebrated on 8
th

 

of Baouna. 

The church is mentioned 

also for the 24
th
 of 

Bashans doxology. They 

returned to Mahama on 

the way back as per the 

doxology. 

Basta 

Family hides in a cave. 

Wild animals rest with 

the tame ones 

Christ thirsts, but no one 

gives the Virgin water 

The Virgin weeps and the 

family moves outside and 

Jesus creates a well under 

a tree known today as 

Mahama. 

Klom invites them to his 

house and Jesus heals his 

wife.  

 

The idols fall when they 

visit the temple. 

 

1
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not for the 

residents of 

that city. The 

idols fall. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Basta at 

Belbeis- 

unblessed city 

The two thieves 

one Egyptian 

and one Jew see 

Christ in red 

and gold 

slippers and 

scheme to steal 

them. 

 

 

Christ thirsts, 

but no one 

gives the Virgin 

water. 

 

Thieves come 

back, take 

Jesus‘ slippers. 

 

The Virgin 

weeps and 

Jesus creates a 

healing well 

 

 

 

 

 Belbeis: Jesus raises a 

child from the dead 

Jesus stays in the shade 

of a tree, which become 

blessed from then on. 

Muslims bury their dead 

beside it. 

Bonaparte‘s soldiers 

tried to cut it down but 

it bled. A mosque is 

now built on this site. 

 

 

Belbeis: Jesus raises a 

child from the dead. Jesus 

stays in the shade of a 

tree, which become 

blessed from then on. 

Muslims bury their dead 

beside it. 

Bonaparte‘s soldiers tried 

to cut it down but it bled. 

A mosque is now built on 

this site. 

Belbeis: Jesus raises a 

child from the dead Jesus 

stays in the shade of a 

tree, which become 

blessed from then on.  

Muslims bury their dead 

beside it. 

Bonaparte‘s soldiers tried 

to cut it down but it bled. 

1
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known today as 

Mahama Christ 

thirsts, but no 

one gives the 

Virgin water. 

 Sibakh: 

crossed the sea 

to El Maghtas 

where Christ 

foretold that a 

church would  

be built there. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Materya- 

Balsam tree 

Sammanud: Apa nub‘s 

Church was found to 

have been built on a 

church for the Holy 

Virgin which marked 

the site of their visit. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Al-Burulus 

 

 

 

 

 

Bikha Isous 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Materya- Jesus breaks a 

stick that Joseph used 

Meniat Genah: 

Crossed the sea to 

Samnoud where Jesus 

told the Virgin that a 

church will be built in her 

name. 

Al-Burulus to Shagrat El-

Teen,  

 

 

 

Al-Matlaa 

 

Sakha: There Jesus left 

his foot print 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ein-Shams now known as 

Materya- Well & Balsam 

tree grew when the Virgin 

washed Jesus‘ clothes and 

threw the water on the 

ground. The Balsam  

produces the fragrant oil 

Sammanud: Apa nub‘s 

Church was found to have 

been built on a church for 

the Holy Virgin which 

marked the site of their 

visit- There still remains 

there a big urn in which 

the Virgin is said to have 

made bread in it. 

 

Al-Burulus- They refused   

To give the Virgin bread 

Al-Matlaa 

 

Sakha: Bikha Isous-This 

was a historically 

important pilgrimage site 

like Jerusalem. 

Archeologcal digs reveal 

a church and a monastery. 

 

 

 

  

1
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. 

and plants it. Sweet 

water erupted and 

watered the sticks. Jesus 

said it was a healing 

well and the sticks are 

Balsam which produces 

the oil used to 

consecrate the altars. 

An alternative tradition 

replaces the balsam 

with a palm tree. 

History of this site as 

described in the 

writings of the pilgrims.  

 

Harat Zoweila where 

Christ blessed a well. 

There are three 

churches there today. 

used to consecrate the 

altars. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1
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 Returned to 

Misr and saw 

the Natrun 

Valley. Jesus 

blessed the area 

and said it 

would be full of 

churches and 

holy gatherings. 

 

Materya- Jesus 

breaks a stick 

that Joseph 

used and plants 

it. Sweet water 

erupted and 

watered the 

sticks. Jesus 

said it was a 

healing well 

and the sticks 

are Balsam 

which produces 

the oil used to 

consecrate the 

altars. 

 

  Natrun Valley: Jesus 

blessed the area  

Description of Natrun 

Valley‘s monasteries 

today. 

 

Natrun Valley. Jesus 

blessed the area and said 

it will be full of churches 

and holy gatherings. This 

became true. 

Natrun Valley: Jesus 

blessed the area  

Description of Natrun 

Valley‘s monasteries 

today. 

 

 

 

Ein-Shams now known as 

Materya- Well & Balsam 

tree grew when the Virgin 

washed Jesus‘ clothes and 

threw the water on the 

ground.History of the 

well and the use of the 

Balsam. The Virgin asks 

for bread but is denied. 

As a result, the flour 

doesn‘t rise in this area. 

 

Zaitoun where the 

Virgin‘s apparition 

appeared. 

Harat Zoweila where 

Christ blessed a well. The 

churches and the two 

monasteries for nuns in 

the area 

El-Ezbawaya- An icon of 

miracles inside the 

monastery. The account 

of watermelon seeds 

which grew in a matter of 

hours. 

1
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 Fustat: the 

family slept in a 

cave for two 

nights- the site 

is now known 

as the Church 

of Sergius. 

  Babylon: They must 

have seen the pyramids 

and Moses ark of 

bulrushes. 

Fustat: the family slept in 

a cave - now known as 

the Church of Sergius. 

 

 

They stayed there no 

more than a week because 

the idols fell and the 

people wanted to kill 

Christ. 

Babylon/Fustat: the 

family slept in a cave for 

two nights- now known 

as the Church of Sergius. 

 

The Church of Moaalaqa 

 

The many churches of 

Misr Qadima. 

Trip to the 

south. 

Nature 

worships 

Christ. 

Jesus stamps 

his hand on 

Mount Al-

Tayr and 

foretells that 

in that place 

their name 

will last 

forever 

Trip to the 

south.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nature 

worships 

Christ. 

Trip to the 

south.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nature 

worships 

Christ. 

 

 

 Oral tradition says that 

they sailed from the 

spot where the Church 

of the Virgin Mary in 

Maadi stands. At the 

time of the visit, there 

was a synagogue in that 

spot. 

A Quaranic verse 

narrates that there is  a 

palm in this area which 

gave fruit because of the 

Virgin. 

Walked to Manf and then 

to the South. Oral 

tradition says that they 

sailed from the spot 

where the Church of the 

Virgin Mary in Maadi 

stands 

Manf/Maadi Oral 

tradition says that they 

sailed from the spot 

where the Church of the 

Virgin Mary in Maadi 

stands. It was a great 

Christian site with many 

monasteries and churches. 

    Ishnin-an Nassarah 

where Jesus blessed a 

well and there were 

many churches. 
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Bet Iyasus- Jesus dug a 

healing well. There the 

water rose after the 

liturgy. The French 

Consul Maillet said that 

the Copts had a sacred 

well there by which 

they could foretell the 

height of the annual 

inundation. The well 

still exists in Deir Al-

Ganus village. There is 

a celebration done there 

each year on 21/22 

August. 

    Bahnasa- Quaranic 

reference and a healing 

well. A story about 

Jesus going to school 

there and teaching the 

alphabets as symbols of 

God. A similar  story is 

also mentioned in the 

Gospel of Thomas. Also 

there Jesus revealed the 

identity of a thief. There 

were severe Roman 

persecutions on that site 

and many martyrs. In 

the 5
th
  century it was a 

great Christian site with 

many monasteries and 

churches. There the 

Bahnasa-Ibai Isus where 

they stayed 4 days 

according to Cyriacus, 

bishop of that city 

 

Bahnasa- Deir Al-

Garnous Ibai Isus where 

they stayed 4 days. 

Joseph leaves an 

inscription with his hand 

writing commemorating 

the family‘s visit to this 

site. 

My‘mar Bishop Cyriacus 

writes about the 

rebuilding of this church. 

The sacred well under the 

altar. 

The falling of the idols. 

Three trees bow down to 

Jesus.  
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Sayings of Christ 

known as the 

Oxyrhynchus Papyri 

were found. 

 

 Jesus stamps 

his hand on 

Mount El Kaf 

near Samalut. 

Jesus stamps 

his hand on 

Mount Kwali 

near Samalut 

and fortells 

that in that 

place their 

name will 

last forever. 

 Gabl El Tayr 

Jesus stamps his hand 

on Mount El Kaf near 

Samalut. 

A church is built on that 

spot known as the 

Church of the Lady of 

the Palm. The rock 

carrying the imprint is 

said to have been cut 

and taken to Syria in 

1168. Modern day 

celebrations on this site. 

 

Gabl El Tayr- Jesus 

stamps his hand on 

Mount El Kaf near 

Samalut. 

A church is built on that 

spot known as the Church 

of the Lady of the Palm. 

 

 

Gabl El Tayr- Jesus 

stamps his hand on 

Mount El Kaf near 

Samalut. 

A church is built on that 

spot known as the Church 

of the Lady of the Palm. 

The rock carrying the 

imprint is said to be in the 

British Museum. 

    Al-Rodah to 

Ashmonaim- The Holy 

Family must have paid a 

Roman toll along the 

way. 

  

In 

Ashmonaim- 

A copper 

idol in the 

shape of a 

horse 

neighed, 

then fell and 

broke. 

 

In Ashmonaim 

the Idols fall- 

Idols fall 

wherever Jesus 

goes.  

 

In 

Ashmonaim 

the Idols fall- 

 

In 

Ashmonaim

- A copper 

idol that 

moved  fell 

and its 

demons 

fled. 

 

In Ashmonaim- A 

copper idol that 

protected the city   fell 

and many idols fell. 

 

In Ashmonaim- A copper 

idol that protected the city   

fell and many idols fell 

 

In Ashmonaim- A copper 

idol that protected the city 

fell. Its other idols fell as 

well. 
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A tree 

worships 

Christ  

and speaks 

in human 

language  

and is 

blessed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jesus turns 

five camels 

into stone 

Klowm 

invites them 

to his house.  

 

 

 

Idols fall 

 

Jesus heals 

A tree worships 

Christ and later 

becomes a 

healing tree. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jesus turns five 

camels into 

stone 

Klowm invites 

them to his 

house.  

 

 

 

Jesus heals the 

sick and many 

people come to 

him. 

 

 

 

A tree 

worships 

Christ  

and speaks in 

human 

language  

and is 

blessed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jesus turns 

five camels 

into stone 

Klowm 

invites them 

to his house. 

 

Idols fall 

Jesus heals 

the sick and 

many people 

come to him. 

 

Many trees 

worship 

Christ. The 

Virgin 

orders a 

palm to go 

to Jerusalem 

where its 

fronds will 

be used 

during Palm 

Sunday. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jesus 

blesses the 

cities where 

they were 

Stories from The Book 

of the Bee. The 

Governor worships 

Christ. The king is 

angry and orders Christ 

to be killed but Lazarus 

pledges himself for the 

child.  

A tree worshipped 

Christ and later 

becomes a healing tree. 

Jesus turns five camels 

into stone. Jesus heals 

the sick and many 

people come to him. 

The history of the 

church and the tree 

there. A Muslim 

governor (658-677) tries 

to cut the healing tree 

but the axe flew back 

into the woodcutter‘s 

face. There is no Coptic 

Church in this city 

today. 

A tree worships Christ 

and later becomes a 

healing tree. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Idols fall 

Jesus heals the sick and 

many people come to 

him. 

 

A tree worships Christ. 

A man who received the 

Holy Family  and 

believed in Christ is 

martyred. An 1887 

French expedition 

discovers manuscripts 

that says that Jesus healed 

the sick and performed 

many miracles. 

A Muslim governor in 

(658-677) tries to cut the 

healing tree but the axe 

flew back into the 

woodcutter‘s face. 

Archeological digs in 

1989 revealed a huge 

cathedral. The city was 

also the site of mass 

martyrdom. 
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the sick and 

many people 

come to him. 

 

 A tree 

worships 

Christ  

and speaks in 

human 

language  

and is 

blessed. 

well 

received 

and curses 

the cities 

where they 

were ill 

received. 

 

Ficus- 

 

They go to 

Dianos, the 

carpenter, 

whose son 

suffers from 

an evil spirit. 

Jesus drives 

the evil spirit 

away and the 

city idols 

fall, 

angering 

the priests 

and notables.  

The Holy 

Family 

departs. 

The evil 

spirits 

provoke the 

people 

against the 

Holy 

Family. 

Afeefos-  

 

They go to 

Diats, the 

carpenter, 

whose son 

suffers from an 

evil spirit. Jesus 

drives the evil 

spirit away and 

the city idols 

fall, angering 

the priests and 

notables.  

The Holy 

Family departs. 

Afeefos- 

  

They go to 

Dias, the 

carpenter, 

whose son 

suffers from 

an evil spirit. 

Jesus drives 

the evil spirit 

away and the 

city idols 

fall, angering 

the priests 

and notables.  

The Holy 

Family 

departs. 

 Kenis- 

 

Jesus drives the evil 

spirit away and the city 

idols fall 

Many people believe in 

him. 

 

 

 

Philes- Dairout- Trees bow to 

Christ and he creates a 

well. 

Abu Henes Monastery. 

 

Ansna- Another blessed 

well beside the Virgin‘s 

monastery 

 

Kom Maria- The Virgin 

rested on that hill. A 

historic church still exists 

there. 

 

Philes- 

They go to Dianos, the 

carpenter, whose son 

suffers from an evil spirit. 

Jesus drives the evil spirit 

away 

1
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They try to 

kill them and 

Jesus curses 

the city. 

 

    Jesus heals a cursed 

dumb mute bride. 

According to the 

Infancy Gospel. 

  

 Qus‘qam- Idols 

fall- The evil 

spirits provoke 

the people 

against the 

Holy Family. 

They try to kill 

them and Jesus 

curses the city 

Qus‘qam- 

Idols fall- 

The evil 

spirits 

provoke the 

people 

against the 

Holy Family. 

They try to 

kill them and 

Jesus curses 

the city 

 Qus‘qam- Idols fall- 

The evil spirits provoke 

the people against the 

Holy Family. They try 

to kill them and Jesus 

curses the city 

Today, an insignificant 

city. 

Qus‘qam- Idols fall 

People don‘t welcome the 

Holy Family 

 

Qus‘qam- Idols fall- The 

evil spirits provoke the 

people against the Holy 

Family. They try to kill 

them and Jesus curses the 

city. This city is now 

desolate. 

Unnamed 

city- Jesus 

plants an 

olive tree 

Unnamed city- 

Jesus plants an 

olive tree 

Unnamed 

city- Jesus 

plants an 

olive tree 

 Meer: Jesus plants an 

olive tree 

Meer Meer: Jesus blesses this 

city where he was well-

received. This city is 

extremely fertile. There is 

an Egyptian saying today, 

―The cursed is cursed 

even if he plants in 

Meer.‖ 

The Western 

Mountain-

The two 

thieves 

attack them- 

The Western 

Mountain-The 

two thieves 

attack them- 

steal their 

The Western 

Mountain-

The two 

thieves 

attack them- 

 The Western Mountain-

The two thieves attack 

them- steal their clothes. 

 

The Virgin‘s lament 

The Western Mountain- The Western Mountain-

Qus‘qam- Summary of 

The Vision of Theophilus. 

1
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steal their 

clothes. 

 

 

 

The Virgin‘s 

lament when 

she thought 

they will kill 

Christ. 

 

 

 

The 

Egyptian 

thief returns 

the clothes. 

Jesus 

foretells that 

these two 

thieves will 

be the two 

crucified 

with him.  

 

 

clothes. 

 

The Virgin‘s 

lament when 

she thought 

they will kill 

Christ. 

 

The Egyptian 

thief returns the 

clothes. Jesus 

foretells that 

these two 

thieves will be 

the two 

crucified with 

him.  

steal their 

clothes. 

 

The Virgin‘s 

lament when 

she thought 

they will kill 

Christ. 

 

The Egyptian 

thief returns 

the clothes. 

Jesus 

foretells that 

these two 

thieves will 

be the two 

crucified 

with him.  

when she thought they 

will kill Christ. 

 

The Egyptian thief 

returns the clothes. 

Jesus foretells that these 

two thieves will be the 

two crucified with him.  

The place is 

blessed 

because of 

the Virgin‘s 

tears- 

Darkness 

sets in. 

Joseph is 

The place is 

blessed because 

of the Virgin‘s 

tears- 

Darkness sets 

in. Joseph is 

upset because 

of the 

The place is 

blessed 

because of 

the Virgin‘s 

tears-  

Darkness 

sets in. 

Joseph is 

 The place is blessed 

because Jesus was 

stripped there. 
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upset 

because of 

the 

desolation of 

the place. 

Jesus 

consoles 

him. 

 

desolation of 

the place. Jesus 

consoles him. 

upset 

because of 

the 

desolation of 

the place. 

Jesus 

consoles 

him. 

The house in 

the Western 

Mount-a 

blessed 

finding with 

a dry water 

well, wash 

basin, and 

water jug. 

Jesus brings 

healing 

water to the 

well and 

Salome 

bathes Jesus 

every day.  

 

The house in 

the Western 

Mount-a 

blessed finding 

with a dry water 

well, wash 

basin, and water 

jug. Jesus 

brings healing 

water to the 

well and 

Salome bathes 

Jesus every day.  

 

The house in 

the Western 

Mount-a 

blessed 

finding with 

a dry water 

well, wash 

basin, and 

water jug. 

Jesus brings 

healing water 

to the well 

and Salome 

bathes Jesus 

every day. 

 The Holy Family finds a 

dry water well, wash 

basin, and water jug. 

Jesus brings healing 

water to the well and 

Salome bathes Jesus 

every day. 

 

 

 

Joseph builds a house in 

Qus‘qam- The Western 

Mountain. A window was 

opened miraculously with 

Christ‘s breath. 

Jesus brings healing water 

to the well 

Water in a basin turns 

into wine. 

The Virgin Mary used to 

go to a small room carved 

in the rock. People go to 

visit this room now. 

Joseph builds a house in 

Qus‘qam- The Western 

Mountain.  

Jesus brings healing water 

to a well 

 

Herod sends 

10 men. 

Mosas, son 

of Joseph‘s 

brother, 

travels to 

warn them. 

Satan 

Herod sends 10 

men. 

Yusa, son of 

Joseph‘s 

brother, travels 

to warn them. 

Satan prompts 

Yusa to return 

Herod sends 

10 men. 

Yusa, son of 

Joseph, 

travels to 

warn them. 

Satan 

prompts 

Herod sends 

10 men. 

Yusa, a 

relative of 

Joseph, 

travels to 

warn them. 

Satan 

Herod sends 10 men. 

Yusa, a relative of 

Joseph, travels to warn 

them. 

Herod sends 10 men. 

Yusa, a relative of Mary, 

travels to warn them. 

Herod sends 10 men. 

Yusa, a relative of Mary, 

travels to warn them.  
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prompts 

Mosas to 

return but he 

doesn‘t.  

 

but he doesn‘t. 

 

Yusa to 

return but he 

doesn‘t. 

 

prompts 

Yusa to 

return but 

he doesn‘t.  

The Virgin 

laments on 

the roof. 

 

Jesus 

consoles her. 

Both go 

down to 

console 

Joseph and 

Salome. 

The Virgin 

laments on the 

roof. 

Jesus consoles 

her. Both go 

down to 

console Joseph 

and Salome. 

The Virgin 

laments on 

the roof. 

Jesus 

consoles her. 

Both go 

down to 

console 

Joseph and 

Salome. 

The Virgin 

laments on 

the roof. 

Jesus 

consoles 

her. Both go 

down to 

console 

Joseph and 

Salome. 

The Virgin is afraid and  

 

Jesus consoles her.  

 

The Virgin laments on the 

roof. 

Jesus consoles her. Both 

go down to console 

Joseph and Salome. 

The Virgin laments on the 

roof. 

 

Jesus consoles her. Both 

go down to console 

Joseph and Salome. 

Yusa dies 

and Joseph 

buries him. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

They stay 

there six 

months from 

Yusa dies and 

Joseph buries 

him. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

They stay there 

six months 

from the 7
th
 of 

Baramudah to 

Yusa dies 

and Joseph 

buries him. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

They stay 

there six 

months from 

the 7
th

 of 

Yusa dies 

and Joseph 

buries him. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

They stay 

there six 

months 

from the 7
th
 

Moses dies and Joseph 

buries him. 

 

His spirit guards the 

house against evil 

spirits. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

They stay there six 

months, 

This place is in a church 

in Dair Al-Muharraq. A 

window was opened 

there by the breath of 

Yusa dies and Joseph 

buries him. 

Joseph inscribes on 

Yusa‘s grave stone in 

Hebrew that he is Joseph 

the Carpenter of 

Nazareth, the servant of 

this great mystery, and 

that he has stayed there 

with his fiancée Mary, the 

Virgin and Salome and 

the God of Glory for  

six months and ten days. 

 

Yusa dies and Joseph 

buries him. 

Joseph inscribes on 

Yusa‘s grave stone in 

Hebrew that he is Joseph 

the Carpenter of 

Nazareth, the servant of 

this great mystery, and 

that he has stayed there 

with his fiancée Mary, the 

Virgin and Salome and 

the God of Glory for  

six months and ten days. 
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the 7
th
 of 

Baramudah 

to the 6
th

 of 

Babah. 

They spend 

a total of 

three years 

and six 

months. 

 

the 6
th
 of 

Babah. 

 

Baramudah 

to the 6
th
 of 

Babah. 

 

 

of 

Baramudah 

to the 6
th
 of 

Babah. 

 

Jesus. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

They visit Asyut – 

There is an annual 

celebration there at 

Lycopolis. 

They return to Dair Al-

Muharraq.  

 

 

 

  

The Coptic church 

tradition confirms the 

existence of  Yusa‘s 

grave. The stations of the 

cross in that Monastery  

requires the worshippers 

to stop at the place of 

Yusa‘s grave.  

 

The Coptic church 

tradition confirms the 

existence of  Yusa‘s 

grave. The stations of the 

cross in that Monastery  

requires the worshippers 

to stop at the place of 

Yusa‘s grave. 

The angel 

appears to 

Joseph to tell 

him to go 

back to 

Jerusalem 

and that 

Herod‘s 

soldiers are 

dead. 

 

(missing 

section) 

 

The angel 

appears to 

Joseph to tell 

him to go back 

to Jerusalem 

and that 

Herod‘s 

soldiers are 

dead. 

 

The angel 

appears to 

Joseph to tell 

him to go 

back to 

Jerusalem 

and that 

Herod‘s 

soldiers are 

dead. 

 

The angel 

appears to 

Joseph to 

tell him to 

go back to 

Jerusalem 

and that 

Herod‘s 

soldiers are 

dead. 

The angel appears to 

Joseph to tell him to go 

back to Jerusalem and 

that those who sought 

the child to kill him are 

dead. 

 

The angel appears to 

Joseph to tell him to go 

back to Jerusalem and 

that those who sought the 

child to kill him are dead. 

The angel appears to 

Joseph to tell him to go 

back to Jerusalem and 

that those who sought the 

child to kill him are dead. 
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 The Virgin asks 

him to bless this 

house. Jesus 

does and 

foretells it will 

become an altar 

that will bless 

all those who 

visit it.  

Jesus says that 

the house 

should remain 

the same and 

that a big 

church will be 

built in the 

Virgin‘s name. 

The Virgin 

asks him to 

bless this 

house. Jesus 

does and 

foretells it 

will become 

an altar that 

will bless all 

those who 

visit it. 

 

Jesus says 

that the 

house should 

remain the 

same and 

that a big 

church will 

be built in 

the Virgin‘s 

name. 

Jesus 

blesses the  

house and 

foretells it 

will become 

an altar that 

will bless 

all those 

who visit it. 

 

Jesus says 

that the 

house 

should 

remain the 

same and 

that a big 

church will 

be built in 

the Virgin‘s 

name. 

 The Virgin asks him to 

bless this house. Jesus 

does and foretells it will 

become an altar that will 

bless all those who visit 

it. 

 

The Virgin asks him to 

bless this house. Jesus 

does and foretells it will 

become an altar that will 

bless all those who visit 

it. 

 

A great monastery exists 

there today. 

     The people of this city 

who experienced the 

blessing of Jesus and the 

Holy Family continued to 

revere this spot and built 

a church there. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Jesus prepares a 

 

Return to 

Ashmonaim- 

People 

rejoice. 

 

 

Return to 

Ashmonaim

- People 

rejoice. 

Jesus 

 

Return to Ashmonaim- 

People rejoice. 

 

 

Oral tradition about 

Church records indicate 

that the Qus‘qam was the 

farthest the Holy Family 

had traveled in Egypt but 

that doesn‘t preclude 

them from having 

Church records indicate 

that the Qus‘qam was the 

farthest the Holy Family 

had traveled in Egypt but 

that doesn‘t preclude 

them from having 
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spiritual boat 

that conveys the 

family back to 

Nazareth. 

 

 

Jesus‘ life and 

mission, 

crucifixion and 

resurrection.  

 

Jesus 

prepares a 

spiritual boat 

that conveys 

the family 

back to 

Nazareth. 

 

 

Jesus‘ life 

and mission, 

crucifixion 

and 

resurrection.  

prepares a 

spiritual 

boat that 

conveys the 

family back 

to Nazareth. 

 

Jesus‘ life 

and 

mission, 

crucifixion 

and 

resurrection. 

their stay in Dair Al-

Barsha. 

 

 

 

They return to Old 

Cairo where they stayed 

in a cave in a church 

now known as Abu 

Sarga. 

 

They stopped at 

Mataryah. 

 

Al-Mahamma 

 

Ruins of Tel El-

Yahoudia 

 

Belbeis- 

Gaza where they stay 

for few days according 

to oral tradition.  

travelled further south on 

their way back. 

Oral tradition says that 

the Holy Family has hid 

in a cave in Asyut. This is 

logical because they were 

in hiding and were not in 

a situation to take a 

straight route. 

travelled further South on 

their way back especially 

since the main port 

existed further south in 

Asyut. Even today, it‘s 

difficult to steer a ship in 

Qus‘qam. The family 

took a boat on its way 

back. The remains of a 

big monastery named 

after the Virgin Mary still 

exist. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Manf 

 

where they stayed in a 

cave in a church now 

known as Abu Sarga. 

 

 

Mataryah 

 

 

Al-Mahamma 

     History of the Churches 

in the Monastery 

Jesus consecrates this 

 

1
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church.  

 

 Mary in the 

house of Mary, 

Mark‘s mother 

tells the 

apostles about 

her suffering. 

Jesus appears 

and tells her 

that he will 

consecrate 

Qus‘qam. 

Mary in the 

house of 

Mary, 

Mark‘s 

mother tells 

the apostles 

about her 

suffering.  

Jesus appears 

and tells her 

that he will 

consecrate 

Qus‘qam. 

Mary in the 

house of 

Mary, 

Mark‘s 

mother tells 

the apostles 

about her 

suffering.  

Jesus 

appears and 

tells her that 

he will 

consecrate 

Qus‘qam. 

 

 Mary in the house of 

Mary, Mark‘s mother 

tells the apostles about  

her suffering.  Jesus 

appears and tells her that 

he will consecrate 

Qus‘qam. 

 

 They 

miraculously 

reach Qus‘qam 

and there he 

shows them 

how to 

consecrate a 

church. The 

parents of the 

apostles also 

come and 

receive holy 

communion. 

They 

miraculously 

reach 

Qus‘qam and 

there he 

shows them 

how to 

consecrate a 

church. The 

parents of 

the apostles 

also come 

and receive 

holy 

communion. 

 

 

They 

miraculousl

y reach 

Qus‘qam 

and there he 

shows them 

how to 

consecrate a 

church. The 

parents of 

the apostles 

also come 

and receive 

holy 

communion. 

 

 They miraculously reach 

Qus‘qam and there he 

shows them how to 

consecrate a church. The 

parents of the apostles 

also come and receive 

holy communion. 
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The apostles 

rejoice. 

They return 

to Jerusalem. 

 

The apostles 

rejoice. They 

return to 

Jerusalem. 

 

The church was 

consecrated by 

Christ on the 6
th
 

of Hathor. 

The apostles 

rejoice. 

They return 

to Jerusalem. 

 

The church 

was 

consecrated 

by Christ on 

the 6
th

 of 

Hathor. 

The apostles 

rejoice. 

They return 

to 

Jerusalem. 

 

 

 

 The apostles rejoice. 

They return to Jerusalem. 

 

 

 

The Virgin 

confirms that 

no big 

church is to 

be built in 

the house. 

 

      

The Virgin 

urges 

Theophilus 

to write 

down the 

vision and to 

perform the 

liturgy. 

 

The Virgin 

urges 

Theophilus to 

write down the 

vision and to 

perform the 

liturgy. 

Theophilus 

kisses her hand 

and she ascends 

back to heaven. 

The Virgin 

urges 

Theophilus 

to write 

down the 

vision and to 

perform the 

liturgy. 

Theophilus 

kisses her 

hand and she 

ascends back 

to heaven. 

The Virgin 

urges 

Theophilus 

to write 

down the 

vision and 

to perform 

the liturgy. 

Theophilus 

kisses her 

hand and 

she ascends 

back to 

heaven. 
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According to Theophilus‘ 

Vision Christ wanted the 

church to remain as is. 

 

In the 20
th
 century the 

head of the monastery 

attempted to build a 

bigger altar. The hand of  

the monk who tried to 

demolish the altar to build 

a new one, was paralyzed. 

Only after prayers and 

asking forgiveness did his 

hand return to normal. 

This was a lesson that no 

one should attempt to 

change the place. Only a 

wider marble top was 

added to the altar to hold 

the liturgy utensils. 

 

This is the first church 

ever built in the world. 

 

It is right in the middle of 

Egypt in fulfillment of 

Isaiah‘s prophecy. 

 

A liturgy is performed 

there every day because a 

voice was heard saying, 

―the sacrifice should 

never stop from my 

altar.‖ 
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Miracles of this church: 

in 1928 during the 

celebration of the 

resurrection, light 

emerged from the icon 

used to symbolize the 

resurrection of Christ and 

shone inside and outside 

the church. 

This event hasn‘t 

happened except in the 

Church of Resurrection in 

Jerusalem and therefore 

this altar is worthy of 

being titled the second 

Jerusalem and the second 

Mount of Olive. 

Closing 

Theophilus 

gives a 

concluding 

speech on 

the blessings 

of this place 

He prays for 

the 

congregation 

that God 

may satisfy 

all their 

needs. 

He blesses 

them. 

Closing 

Theophilus 

gives a 

concluding 

speech on the 

blessings of this 

place 

He prays for the 

congregation 

that God may 

satisfy all their 

needs. 

He blesses 

them. 

Closing 

Theophilus 

gives a 

concluding 

speech on 

the blessings 

of this place 

He prays for 

the 

congregation 

that God 

may satisfy 

all their 

needs. 

He blesses 

them. 

Closing 

Theophilus 

gives a 

concluding 

speech on 

the 

blessings of 

this place 

He prays for 

the 

congregatio

n that God 

may satisfy 

all their 

needs. 

He blesses 

them. 
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A note 

naming the 

scribe as 

Cyril, the 

secretary and 

deacon of 

Theophilus. 

Cyril further 

professes to 

be the one 

who wrote 

the My‘mar 

as he heard it 

from Pope 

Theophilus. 

A note by the 

scribe 

indicating the 

date of its 

completion. 

A note by the 

scribe 

naming the 

monk who 

took care of 

this My‘mar 

and forgoing 

his own 

name but 

asking for 

prayers and 

forgiveness. 
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Table B 

 

The purpose of this comparative table is to provide a handy comprehensive 

comparative view of the representative sample of manuscripts and publications of the 

four old variants of The Vision of Theophilus with two variants that were the result of 

diffusion to neighboring cultures, specifically Ethiopia and Syria. The four old variants 

are at left, in the first four columns of the table; the two diffused variants are at right, in 

the two last columns of the table. 

The old variants are the same used in Table A. The Ethiopic variant is based on a 

15
th

 century Geez manuscripts known as MSS Nos 2-5, translated into English and 

published by Sir Wallis Budge in 1933. The Syriac variant relies on three Syriac 

manuscripts, the oldest of which dates to  AD 1479. It was published and translated by 

Alfonso Mingana in Woodbrooke Studies in 1931. This comparative table shows that the 

Syriac manuscript is in agreement with the old Arabic manuscripts. The Ethiopic is also 

in agreement with the old Arabic manuscripts, except for the significant omission of the 

lengthy introduction. This comparative table serves as a reference for the analysis in the 

following chapters of the differences and similarities among variants as a result of 

diffusion. 
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Table B 
AD 1284 AD 1722 AD 1783   AD 1927 AD 1931 AD 1933 

MS 698 

Vatican  

 

St. John the Short  

 

MS 12/42 

Al-Muharraq 

Kitab mayamir 

Cairo 

 

Syriac Ethiopic 
 

Introduction: 

Background of the 

story – its author- its 

subject- 

 

 

Introduction: 

Background of the 

story – its interlocutor- 

its subject- the 

celebration day of the 

consecration of the 

house/ church 

Introduction: 

Background of the 

story – its author- its 

subject- the celebration 

day of the consecration 

of the house/ church 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction: 

Background of the 

story – its author- 

its subject- 

 

Short Introduction: about 

the subject of the story 

 

The time of the vision- 

 

 

 Theophilus acquires 

resources from the 

pagan temples upon 

approval of Emperor 

Theodosius. 

 

Theophilus hears the 

oral tradition, travels to 

the South three days 

before the 21
st
 of Tuba, 

the Virgin‘s departure 

feast 

He finds three 

hundreds monks are in 

the area. 

 Theophilus 

acquires resources 

from the pagan 

temples upon 

approval of 

Emperor 

Theodosius. 

 

Theophilus hears 

the oral tradition, 

travels to the South 

three days before 

the 22nd of Tuba, 

the Virgin‘s 

departure feast 

He finds three 

hundreds monks 

are in the area. 

 

 Beginning of the story 

of the vision: 

Praise and 

thanksgiving to God 

for his law, his 

Beginning of the story 

of the vision: 

 

Beginning of the 

story of the vision: 

Praise and 

thanksgiving to 

God for his gifts of 

Beginning of the 

story of the vision.  

 

Beginning of the story of 

the vision. 

1
3
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incarnation, his 

revelation, his apostles, 

his priests and servants. 

 

wisdom and his 

incarnation. 

   Address to the 

congregation.  

Address to the 

congregation.  

 

 

Theophilus cites 

David‘s prophecy 

about the holy 

mountain and its 

fulfillment in 

Qus‘qam‘s mountain. 

 

Theophilus cites 

David‘s prophecy 

about the holy 

mountain and its 

fulfillment in 

Qus‘qam‘s mountain. 

 

Theophilus starts with 

David‘s prophecy 

about the holy 

mountain and its 

fulfillment in 

Qus‘qam‘s mountain. 

 

Theophilus cites 

David‘s prophecy 

about the holy 

mountain and its 

fulfillment in 

Qus‘qam‘s 

mountain. 

 

Theophilus cites 

David‘s prophecy 

about the holy 

mountain and its 

fulfillment in 

Qus‘qam‘s 

mountain. 

 

 

Praise of  Mount 

Qus‘qam as the abode 

of God, the angels and 

all the heavenly beings. 

Mount Qus‘qam is 

hailed as the equivalent 

of Mount Horeb and 

Mount Sinai.  

Compares Mount 

Qus‘qam to the Mount 

of Olives. 

 

Praise of Mount 

Qus‘qam as the abode 

of God, the Virgin 

Mary, the angels and 

all the heavenly beings. 

Mount Qus‘qam is 

hailed as the equivalent 

of Mount Horeb and 

Mount Sinai. 

Praise of Mount 

Qus‘qam 

Praise of Mount 

Qus‘qam as the 

abode of God, the 

angels and all the 

heavenly beings. 

Mount Qus‘qam is 

hailed as the 

equivalent of 

Mount Horeb and 

Mount Sinai.  

 

Praise of Mount 

Qus‘qam as the 

abode of God, the 

angels and all the 

heavenly beings. 

Mount Qus‘qam is 

hailed as raised 

above all the 

mountains of 

heaven. 

Compares Mount 

Qus‘qam to the 

mount of Olives. 

 

Isaiah‘s prophecy 

about the Virgin giving 

birth and God giving 

peace in that mountain. 

 

Isaiah‘s prophecy 

about the Virgin giving 

birth and God giving 

peace in that mountain. 

 

 Isaiah‘s prophecy 

about the Virgin 

giving birth and 

God giving peace 

in that mountain. 

Isaiah‘s prophecy 

about the Virgin 

giving birth and 

God giving peace 

in that mountain. 

 

 

 

1
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The mountain as an 

everlasting altar to 

which all nations will 

come for blessing and 

forgiveness of their 

sins. 

 

Isaiah‘s prophecy 

about a holy mountain 

at the end of time and 

its fulfillment in 

Qus‘qam. 

 

John the Beloved‘s 

prophecy about the 

woman in Apocalypse 

and its fulfillment in 

the Virgin Mary and 

the desert of Egypt. 

 

 

The mountain as an 

everlasting altar to 

which all nations will 

come for blessing and 

forgiveness of their 

sins. 

 

Isaiah‘s prophecy 

about a holy mountain 

at the end of time and 

its fulfillment in 

Qus‘qam. 

 

John the Beloved‘s 

prophecy about the 

woman in Apocalypse 

and its fulfillment in 

the Virgin Mary and 

the desert of Egypt. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

John the Beloved‘s 

prophecy about the 

woman in Apocalypse 

and its fulfillment in 

the Virgin Mary and 

the desert of Egypt. 

The mountain as an 

everlasting altar to 

which all nations 

will come for 

blessing and 

forgiveness of their 

sins. 

 

Isaiah‘s prophecy 

about a holy 

mountain at the end 

of time and its 

fulfillment in 

Qus‘qam. 

 

John the Beloved‘s 

prophecy about the 

woman in 

Apocalypse and its 

fulfillment in the 

Virgin Mary and 

the desert of Egypt. 

 

 

The mountain as an 

everlasting site to 

which all nations 

will come for 

blessing and 

forgiveness of their 

sins. 

 

Isaiah‘s prophecy 

about a holy 

mountain at the end 

of time and its 

fulfillment in 

Qus‘qam. 

 

John the Beloved‘s 

prophecy about the 

woman in 

Apocalypse and its 

fulfillment in the 

Virgin Mary and 

the desert of Egypt. 

 

 

Theophilus‘ joy upon 

arrival at a site of sin 

forgiveness. 

Theophilus offers 

thanks to God 

He recounts St. 

Athanasius fight 

against the heretics. 

Theophilus recounts 

the churches that he 

has built. 

Theophilus‘ joy upon 

arrival at a site of sin 

forgiveness. 

Theophilus offers 

thanks to God 

 

 

Theophilus‘ joy upon 

arrival at a site of sin 

forgiveness. 

Theophilus offers 

thanks to God 

 

 

 

Theophilus‘ joy 

upon arrival at a 

site of sin 

forgiveness. 

Theophilus offers 

thanks to God 

 

Theophilus‘ joy 

upon arrival at a 

site of sin 

forgiveness. 

Theophilus offers 

thanks to God 

He recounts St. 

Athanasius fight 

against the heretics. 

Theophilus 

recounts the 

 

1
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 churches that he 

has built. 

King Theodosius visit 

because of the found 

treasure. 

The talk between the 

King and Theophilus. 

The king gives 

Theophilus the keys of 

the pagan temples. 

The miracle of the 

appearance of the three 

theos. 

The king departs 

Later, Theophilus 

opens the pagan 

temples and acquires 

their wealth.  

 

   King Theodosius 

visit  

The talk between 

the King and 

Theophilus. The 

king gives 

Theophilus the 

keys of the pagan 

temples. 

The miracle of the 

appearance of the 

three theos. 

The finding of the 

treasure The king 

departs 

Later, Theophilus 

opens the pagan 

temples and 

acquires their 

wealth.  

 

 

He builds several 

churches. He hears 

about this site and 

comes to visit. 

 

   He builds several 

churches. He hears 

about this site and 

comes to visit. 

 

 

Theophilus expresses 

his surprise at the 

humility of the church. 

Theophilus expresses 

his surprise at the 

humility of the church. 

Theophilus expresses 

his surprise at the 

humility of the church.  

The miracle of the 

appearance of the three 

theos. 

 

Theophilus 

expresses his 

surprise at the 

humility of the 

church. 

Theophilus 

expresses his 

surprise at the 

humility of the 

house. 

 

1
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Theophilus addresses 

the congregation 

asking them to listen 

attentively: 

 

   Theophilus 

addresses the 

congregation 

asking them to 

listen attentively: 

 

Theophilus addresses the 

congregation asking them 

to listen attentively: 

 

The previous Sunday  

Theophilus goes to the 

Virgin‘s room, prays to 

Jesus to learn about the 

visit and to build a 

church. 

A few days later,  

Theophilus goes to the 

Virgin‘s room, prays to 

Jesus to learn about the 

visit and to build a 

church. 

A few days later,  

Theophilus goes to the 

Virgin‘s room, prays to 

Jesus to learn about the 

visit and to build a 

church. 

 

Theophilus goes to 

the Virgin‘s room, 

prays to Jesus to 

learn about the visit 

and to build a 

church. 

It happened  

Theophilus goes to 

the Virgin‘s room, 

prays to Jesus to 

learn about the visit 

and to build a 

church. 

The previous Sunday  

Theophilus goes to the 

Virgin‘s room, prays to 

Jesus to learn about the 

visit and to build a 

church. 

The Vision propre: 

The Virgin with 

Michael and Gabriel 

appear 

Theophilus in fear falls 

to his knees. 

Michael raises and 

strengthens him 

The Virgin praises and 

blesses Theophilus 

 

The Virgin introduces 

herself and explains the 

purpose of her 

appearance: 

a. he must not 

build a  church, 

but instead leave 

the site untouched 

b. to inform him 

about the Holy 

Family‘s visit 

The Vision propre: 

The Virgin with 

Michael and Gabriel 

appear 

Theophilus in fear falls 

to his knees. 

Michael raises and 

strengthens him 

The Virgin praises and 

blesses Theophilus 

 

The Virgin introduces 

herself and explains the 

purpose of her 

appearance: 

a. he must not 

build a  church, 

but instead leave 

the site untouched 

b. to inform him 

about the Holy 

Family‘s visit 

The Vision propre: 

The Virgin with 

Michael and Gabriel 

appear 

Theophilus in fear falls 

to his knees. 

Michael raises and 

strengthens him 

The Virgin praises and 

blesses Theophilus. 

 

The Virgin introduces 

herself and explains the 

purpose of her 

appearance: 

a. he must not 

build a  church, 

but instead leave 

the site untouched 

b. to inform him 

about the Holy 

Family‘s visit 

The Vision propre: 

The Virgin with 

Michael and 

Gabriel appear 

Theophilus in fear 

falls to his knees. 

Michael raises and 

strengthens him 

The Virgin praises 

and blesses 

Theophilus 

 

The Virgin 

introduces herself 

and explains the 

purpose of her 

appearance: 

a. To inform him 

about the Holy 

Family‘s visit 

 

b.  To inform him 

The Vision propre: 

The Virgin with 

Michael and 

Gabriel appear 

Theophilus in fear 

falls to his knees. 

Michael raises and 

strengthens him 

The Virgin praises 

Theophilus 

 

 

The Virgin 

introduces herself 

 

Tells Theophilus 

she will show him 

Christ 

The Vision propre: 

The Virgin with Michael 

and Gabriel appear 

Theophilus in fear falls to 

his knees. 

Michael raises and 

strengthens him 

The Virgin praises and 

blesses Theophilus 

 

The Virgin introduces 

herself and explains the 

purpose of her 

appearance: 

a. he must not build 

a  church, but instead 

leave the site 

untouched 

b. to inform him 

about the Holy 

Family‘s visit 
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Theophilus bows 

humility and thanks 

her. 

 

Theophilus bows in 

humility and thanks 

her. 

 

Theophilus bows 

humility and thanks 

her. 

about  their 

choice of 

Mount 

Qus‘qam 

 

 

 

 

Theophilus is humbled. 

 

The Virgin instructs 

him to listen and write 

down her words, and to 

send it  to all believers. 

 

 The Virgin instructs 

him to listen and write 

down her words, and to 

send it  to all believers. 

The Virgin 

instructs him to 

listen and write 

down her words, 

and to send it  to all 

believers. 

Theophilus bows 

and thanks her 

 

 

 The Virgin instructs him 

to listen and write down 

her words, and to send it  

to all believers. 

 

The Virgin starts the 

narration of the events 

of her visit to Egypt. 

The Virgin starts the 

narration of the events 

of her visit to Egypt. 

The Virgin starts the 

narration of the events 

of her visit to Egypt. 

The Virgin starts 

the narration of the 

events of her visit 

to Egypt. 

 The Virgin starts the 

narration of the events of 

her visit to Egypt. 

Bethlehem- 

The star of Jesus 

appears 

The Virgin is lonely, 

afraid, inexperienced 

and without provision 

for the baby. 

 

Bethlehem 

 

 

The Virgin is lonely, 

afraid, inexperienced 

and without provision 

for the baby. 

Bethlehem- 

The star of Jesus 

appears 

The Virgin is lonely, 

afraid, inexperienced 

and without provision 

for the baby. 

Bethlehem- 

The star of Jesus 

appears 

The Virgin is 

lonely, afraid, 

inexperienced and 

without provision 

for the baby. 

 Bethlehem- 

The star of Jesus appears 

The Virgin is lonely, 

afraid, inexperienced and 

without provision for the 

baby. 

Cow and donkey wait 

on Christ in the stable. 

    Cow and donkey wait on 

Christ in the stable. 

Birthday of Jesus, 29
th
 

Kiahk- 

 

Birthday of Jesus, 29
th
 

Kiahk- 

 The star of Jesus 

Birthday of Jesus, 29
th
 

Kiahk 

 

Birthday of Jesus, 

29
th
 Kiahk 

 Birthday of Jesus, 29
th

 

Takshash
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appears. 

The angels celebrate in 

the manger. 

 

The angels celebrate in 

the manger. 

 

The angels celebrate in 

the manger. 

 

The angels 

celebrate in the 

manger. 

 The angels celebrate in 

the manger. 

Gabriel appears to the 

Virgin.  

Salome and Joseph 

arrive after the birth; 

Salome rejoices and 

vows to accompany the 

Virgin until her death. 

 

The shepherds arrive 

and praise God and the 

Virgin.  

 

Eight days later Jesus 

is circumcised. 

 

The Magi visit.  

Herod asks the Magi to 

return. 

 

The presentation of 

Christ in the temple 

and Simeon‘s death. 

 

 

 

 

Holy Family returns to 

Jerusalem. 

 

Satan prompts Herod to 

perform the Massacre 

of the Innocent 

Salome and Joseph 

arrive after the birth; 

Salome rejoices and 

vows to accompany the 

Virgin until her death. 

 

The shepherds arrive 

and praise God and the 

Virgin.  

 

Eight days later Jesus 

is circumcised. 

 

The Magi visit.  

Herod and The Magi 

incident. 

 

The presentation of 

Christ in the temple 

and Simeon‘s death. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Herod orders the 

Massacre of the 

Innocent 

 

Salome and Joseph 

arrive after the birth; 

Salome rejoices and 

vows to accompany the 

Virgin until her death. 

 

The shepherds arrive 

and praise God and the 

Virgin. 

 

Eight days later Jesus 

is circumcised. 

 

The Magi visit.  

Herod and The Magi 

incident. 

 

The presentation of 

Christ in the temple 

and Simeon‘s death. 

 

 

 

 

Holy Family returns to 

Jerusalem. 

 

Satan prompts Herod to 

perform the Massacre 

of the Innocent 

Salome and Joseph 

arrive after the 

birth; Salome 

rejoices and vows 

to accompany the 

Virgin until her 

death. 

 

The shepherds 

arrive and praise 

God and the 

Virgin.  

 

Eight days later 

Jesus is 

circumcised. 

 

The Magi visit.  

Herod and The 

Magi incident. 

 

The presentation of 

Christ in the temple 

and Simeon‘s 

death. 

 

 

 

 

Holy Family 

 Salome and Joseph arrive 

after the birth; Salome 

rejoices and vows to 

accompany the Virgin 

until her death. 

 

The shepherds arrive and 

praise God and the 

Virgin. 

  

Eight days later Jesus is 

circumcised. 

 

The Magi visit.  

Herod asks the Magi to 

return. 

 

The presentation of 

Christ in the temple. 

 

Christ opens the eyes of 

Simeon, a blind man & 

Simeon‘s death 

 

 

 

Dramatization: Satan 

prompts Herod to 

perform the Massacre of 

the Innocent 
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returns to 

Jerusalem. 

 

Satan prompts 

Herod to perform 

the Massacre of the 

Innocent 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Angel appears to 

Joseph and prompts 

him to flee to Egypt. 

 

The Angel appears to 

Joseph and prompts 

him to flee to Egypt. 

 

The Angel appears to 

Joseph and prompts 

him to flee to Egypt. 

The Angel appears 

to Joseph and 

prompts him to flee 

to Egypt. 

 

 The Angel appears to 

Joseph and prompts him 

to flee to Egypt 

Herod orders the 

Massacre of the Innocent. 

The Holy Family and 

Salome depart to 

Egypt. 

The trip to Egypt: 

 

Virgin and Christ 

interact as mother/child 

Jesus cries to be carried 

and the Virgin, Salome 

and Joseph takes turns 

in carrying him 

 

The Holy Family and 

Salome depart to 

Egypt. 

The trip to Egypt: 

 

Virgin and Christ 

interact as mother/child 

Jesus cries to be carried 

and the Virgin carries 

him 

The Holy Family and 

Salome depart to 

Egypt. 

The trip to Egypt: 

 

Virgin and Christ 

interact as mother/child 

Jesus cries to be carried 

and the Virgin, Salome 

and Joseph takes turns 

in carrying him 

 

The Holy Family 

and Salome depart 

to Egypt. 

The pains of  the 

trip to Egypt: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Virgin and Christ 

interact as 

mother/child 

Jesus cries to be 

carried and the 

Virgin and Salome 

carry him while  

Joseph carries the 

food and 

sometimes Jesus. 

The Holy Family and 

Salome depart to Egypt. 

The trip to Egypt: 

 

Virgin and Christ interact 

as mother/child 

Jesus cries to be carried 

and the Virgin and 

Salome carry him while  

Joseph carries the food. 

Arrival at first 

Egyptian city on 26
th
 

Bashans. 

Arrival at first 

Egyptian city on 24
th
 

Bashans.  

 

Arrival at first 

Egyptian city on 24
th
 

Bashans. 

Arrival into Egypt 

 

Arrival at first 

Egyptian city on 

26
th
 May.  

 

Arrival at first Egyptian 

city on 27
th
 Genbot. 
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   Farma- Basta- 

Mahamma-Bilbays- 

Minyat Ganah- 

Sammanoud- El 

Burulus- Matlaa-

Bilad El Sibakh-

Wadi El-Natrun- 

Heliopolis- Fustat-

Abu Sarga 

Then South: 

Ashmonaim-

Qus’qam 

Miracles of Christ 

along the way 

  

 Basta at Belbeis- 

unblessed city. 

 

Basta at Belbeis- 

unblessed city. 

 

   

The two thieves one 

Egyptian and one Jew 

see Christ in green and 

gold slippers and 

scheme to steal them. 

 

 

 

 

The two thieves one 

Egyptian and one Jew 

see Christ in red and 

gold slippers and 

scheme to steal them 

Christ thirsts, but no 

one gives the Virgin 

water. 

Thieves come back, 

take Jesus‘ slippers 

The Virgin weeps and 

Jesus creates a healing 

well known today as 

Mahama  

The two thieves one 

Egyptian and one Jew 

see Christ in red and 

gold slippers and 

scheme to steal them. 

 

 

 

 The two thieves 

one Egyptian and 

one Jew see Christ 

in red and gold 

slippers and 

scheme to steal 

them. 

 

 

. 

 

 

 

The two thieves one 

Egyptian and one Jew see 

Christ in red and gold 

slippers and scheme to 

steal them. 

 

 

 

Christ thirsts, but no 

one gives the Virgin 

water. 

Thieves come back, 

Christ thirsts, but no 

one gives the Virgin 

water. 

Thieves come back, 

Christ thirsts, but no 

one gives the Virgin 

water. 

Thieves come back, 

 Christ thirsts, but 

no one gives the 

Virgin water. 

Thieves come 

Christ thirsts, but no one 

gives the Virgin water. 

Thieves come back, take 

Jesus‘ slippers. 
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take Jesus‘ slippers. 

 

take Jesus‘ slippers. take Jesus‘ slippers. 

 

back, take Jesus‘ 

slippers. 

The Virgin weeps and 

Jesus creates a healing 

well for strangers not 

for the residents of that 

city. 

The idols fall. 

The Virgin weeps and 

Jesus creates a healing 

well.  

The Virgin weeps  and 

Jesus creates a healing 

well  known today as 

Mahama for strangers 

not for the residents of 

that city. 

The idols fall. 

 The Virgin weeps 

and Jesus creates a 

healing well for 

strangers not for 

the residents of that 

city. 

The idols fall. 

The Virgin weeps and 

Jesus creates a healing 

well for strangers not for 

the residents of that city. 

The idols fall. 

 Sibakh – crossed the 

sea to El Maghtas 

where Christ foretold 

that a church will be 

built there. 

Returned to Misr and 

saw the Natrun Valley. 

Jesus blessed the area 

and said it will be full 

of church and holy 

gatherings. 

 

    

 Materya- Jesus breaks 

a stick that Joseph used 

and plants it. Sweet 

water erupted and 

watered the sticks. 

Jesus said it was a 

healing well and the 

sticks are Balsam 

which produces the oil 

used to consecrate the 

altars. 

 Materya- Balsam 

tree. 

  

 Fustat- the family slept 

in a cave for two 

nights- now known as 

    

1
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the Church of Sergius. 

Trip to the south. 

Nature worships Christ. 

Jesus stamps his hand 

on mount and fortells 

that in that place their 

name will last forever. 

Trip to the south. 

Nature worships Christ. 

Jesus stamps his hand 

on mount El Kaf near 

Samalut. 

Trip to the south. 

Nature worships Christ. 

Jesus stamps his hand 

on mount Kwali near 

Samalut and fortells 

that in that place their 

name will last forever. 

 Trip to the south. 

Nature worships 

Christ. 

Jesus stamps his 

hand on mount and 

fortells that in that 

place their name 

will last forever. 

Trip to the south. 

Nature worships Christ. 

Jesus stamps his hand on 

mount and fortells that in 

that place their name will 

last forever. 

In Ashmonaim- A 

copper idol in the 

shape of a horse 

neighed, fell to the 

ground and broke. 

 

In Ashmonaim the 

Idols fall- Idols fall 

wherever Jesus goes. 

 

 

In Ashmonaim the 

Idols fall- 

 

In Ashmonaim- A 

copper idol that 

moved fell and its 

demons fled. 

 

In Ashmonaim – 

Four images of 

horses at the gate 

fall 

 

In Ashmonaim- A 

towering building that 

protected the city but was 

used  used for  worship 

of idols fell.  

A tree worships Christ  

and speaks in human 

language  

and is blessed. 

 

A tree worships Christ 

 

and is blessed 

A tree worships Christ  

and speaks in human 

language  

and is blessed. 

 

Many trees worship 

Christ. 

The Virgin orders a 

palm to go to 

Jerusalem where its 

fronds will be used 

during Palm 

Sunday. 

A tree worships 

Christ  

and speaks in 

human language  

and is blessed.  

A tree worships Christ  

and speaks in human 

language  

and is blessed. 

 

   Jesus blesses the 

cities where they 

were well received 

and curses the 

cities where they 

were ill received. 

  

Jesus turns five camels 

into stone. 

Klowm invites them to 

his house. 

Jesus turns five camels 

into stone. 

Klowm invites them to 

his house.  

Jesus turns five camels 

into stone. 

Klowm invites them to 

his house. 

 Jesus turns five 

camels into stone. 

Unnamed man 

invites them to his 

house. 

Jesus turns five camels 

into stone. 

Teflem invites them to 

his house. 
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Idols fall. 

Jesus heals the sick and 

many people come to 

him. 

 

 

 

Jesus heals the sick and 

many people come to 

him. 

 

 

 

Idols fall. 

Jesus heals the sick and 

many people come to 

him. 

A tree worships Christ  

and speaks in human 

language  

and is blessed  

 Idols fall. 

Jesus heals the sick 

and many people 

come to him. 

 

 

Idols fall. 

Jesus heals the sick and 

many people come to 

him. 

 

Ficus- Afeefos-  .Afeefos-   Kenis- Funkus-  

They go to Dianos, the 

carpenter, whose son 

suffers from an evil 

spirit. Jesus drives the 

evil spirit away and the 

city idols fall. 

The priests and the 

notables are angry  

and the family departs. 

They go to Diats, the 

carpenter, whose son 

suffers from an evil 

spirit. Jesus drives the 

evil spirit away and the 

city idols fall. 

The priests and the 

notables are angry  

 

and the family departs. 

They go to Dias, the 

carpenter, whose son 

suffers from an evil 

spirit. Jesus drives the 

evil spirit away and the 

city idols fall. 

The priests and the 

notables are angry  

 

and the family departs. 

 Charitable people –

Healings and 

blessings. 

They go to a 

carpenter‘s house, 

whose son suffers 

from an evil spirit. 

Jesus drives the 

evil spirit away and 

the city idols fall. 

The priests and the 

notables are angry- 

The call the 

carpenter 

 and the family 

departs. 

They go to a blacksmith 

whose son suffers from 

an evil spirit. Jesus drives 

the evil spirit away and 

the city idols fall. 

The priests and the 

notables are angry- They 

call the blacksmith  

and the family departs. 

The evil spirits provoke 

the people against the 

Holy Family. They try 

to kill them and Jesus 

curses the city. 

 

     

 Qus‘qam- Idols fall- 

The evil spirits provoke 

the people against the 

Holy Family. They try 

Qus‘qam- Idols fall- 

The evil spirits provoke 

the people against the 

Holy Family. They try 

 Qus‘qam- Idol fall- 

The evil spirits 

provoke the people 

against the Holy 

Kuseya-Idol falls- The 

evil spirits provoke the 

people against the Holy 

Family. They try to kill 
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to kill them and Jesus 

curses the city 

to kill them and Jesus 

curses the city 

Family. They try to 

kill them and Jesus 

curses the city 

 

them and Jesus curses the 

city 

Unnamed city- Jesus 

plants an olive tree. 

Unnamed city- Jesus 

plants an olive tree. 

Unnamed city- Jesus 

plants an olive tree. 

 South of the city- 

Jesus plants an 

olive tree. 

Unnamed city- Jesus 

plants an olive tree. 

The Western 

Mountain-The two 

thieves attack them- 

steal their clothes. 

 

The Virgin‘s lament 

when she thought they 

will kill Christ 

 

The Egyptian thief 

returns the clothes. 

Jesus foretells that 

these two thieves will 

be the two crucified 

with him.  

 

The place is blessed 

because of the Virgin‘s 

tears- 

Darkness sets in. 

Joseph is upset because 

of the desolation of the 

place. Jesus consoles 

him. 

 

The Western 

Mountain-The two 

thieves attack them- 

steal their clothes. 

 

The Virgin‘s lament 

when she thought they 

will kill Christ 

 

The Egyptian thief 

returns the clothes. 

Jesus foretells that 

these two thieves will 

be the two crucified 

with him.  

 

The place is blessed 

because of the Virgin‘s 

tears- 

Darkness sets in. 

Joseph is upset because 

of the desolation of the 

place. Jesus consoles 

him. 

 

The Western 

Mountain-The two 

thieves attack them- 

steal their clothes. 

 

The Virgin‘s lament 

when she thought they 

will kill Christ 

 

The Egyptian thief 

returns the clothes. 

Jesus foretells that 

these two thieves will 

be the two crucified 

with him.  

 

The place is blessed 

because of the Virgin‘s 

tears-  

Darkness sets in. 

Joseph is upset because 

of the desolation of the 

place. Jesus consoles 

him.  

 The Mountain-The 

two thieves attack 

them- steal their 

clothes. 

 

The Virgin‘s 

lament when she 

thought they will 

kill Christ 

 

The Egyptian thief 

returns the clothes. 

Jesus foretells that 

these two thieves 

will be the two 

crucified with him.  

 

 

The place is 

blessed because of 

the Virgin‘s tears- 

Darkness sets in. 

Joseph is upset 

because of the 

desolation of the 

place. Jesus 

consoles him.  

 

The Western Mountain-

The two thieves attack 

them- steal their clothes. 

The Virgin‘s lament 

when she thought they 

will kill Christ 

 

The Egyptian thief 

returns the clothes. Jesus 

foretells that these two 

thieves will be the two 

crucified with him.  

 

 

The place is blessed 

because of the Virgin‘s 

tears- 

Darkness sets in. Joseph 

is upset because of the 

desolation of the place. 

Jesus consoles him. 

1
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    Jesus points to the 

house in the 

Western Mount 

and his hands light 

up. 

 

The house in the 

Western Mount-a 

blessed finding with a 

dry water well, wash 

basin, and water jug. 

Jesus brings healing 

water to the well and 

Salome bathes Jesus 

every day.  

The house in the 

Western Mount-a 

blessed finding with a 

dry water well, wash 

basin, and water jug. 

Jesus brings healing 

water to the well and 

Salome bathes Jesus 

every day.  

The house in the 

Western Mount-a 

blessed finding with a 

dry water well, wash 

basin, and water jug. 

Jesus brings healing 

water to the well and 

Salome bathes Jesus 

every day. 

 The house in the 

Western Mount-a 

blessed finding 

with a dry water 

well, wash basin, 

and water jug. 

Jesus brings 

healing water to the 

well and Salome 

bathes Jesus every 

day. 

The house in the Western 

Mount-a blessed finding 

with a dry water well, 

wash basin, and water 

jug. Jesus brings healing 

water to the well and 

Salome bathes Jesus 

every day.  

Herod sends 10 men. Herod sends 10 men. 

 

Herod sends 10 men. 

 

Herod sends 10 

men. 

 

Herod sends 10 

men. 

 

Mosas, son of Joseph‘s 

brother, travels to warn 

them. Satan prompts 

Mosas to return but he 

doesn‘t. 

 

Yusa, son of Joseph‘s 

brother, travels to warn 

them. Satan prompts 

Yusa to return but he 

doesn‘t. 

 

Yusa, son of Joseph, 

travels to warn them. 

Satan prompts Yusa to 

return but he doesn‘t. 

 

Yusa, a relative of 

Joseph, travels to 

warn them. Satan 

prompts Yusa to 

return but he 

doesn‘t. 

 

Moses, a relative of 

Joseph, travels to 

warn them.Satan 

prompts Moses to 

return but he 

doesn‘t. 

 

 

The Virgin laments on 

the roof. 

 

The Virgin laments on 

the roof. 

The Virgin laments on 

the roof. 

The Virgin laments 

on the roof. 

 

The Virgin laments 

in the upper 

chamber. 

 

Jesus consoles her. 

Both go down to 

console Joseph and 

Salome. Yusa dies and 

Joseph buries him. 

They stay there six 

Jesus consoles her. 

Both go down to 

console Joseph and 

Salome. Yusa dies and 

Joseph buries him. 

They stay there six 

Jesus consoles her. 

Both go down to 

console Joseph and 

Salome. Yusa dies and 

Joseph buries him. 

They stay there six 

Jesus consoles her. 

Both go down to 

console Joseph and 

Salome. Yusa dies 

and Joseph buries 

him. 

Jesus consoles her. 

Both go down to 

console Joseph and 

Salome. Moses 

dies and Joseph 

buries him. 
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months from the 7
th
 of 

Baramudah to the 6
th
 of 

Babah. 

months from the 7
th
 of 

Baramudah to the 6
th
 of 

Babah.  

months from the 7
th
 of 

Baramudah to the 6
th
 of 

Babah. 

They stay there six 

months from the 7
th
 

of Baramudah to 

the 6
th
 of Babah. 

They stay there six 

months from the 6
th
 

of Baramudah to 

the 6
th
 of Babah.  

They spend a total of 

three years and six 

months in Egypt. 

   They spend a total 

of three years and 

six months in 

Egypt. 

 

The angel appears to 

Joseph to tell him to go 

back to Jerusalem and 

that Herod‘s soldiers 

are dead. 

(missing section) 

The angel appears to 

Joseph to tell him to go 

back to Jerusalem and 

that Herod‘s soldiers 

are dead. 

The angel appears to 

Joseph to tell him to go 

back to Jerusalem and 

that Herod‘s soldiers 

are dead 

The angel appears 

to Joseph to tell 

him to go back to 

Jerusalem and that 

Herod‘s soldiers 

are dead. 

The angel appears 

to Joseph to tell 

him to go back to 

Jerusalem and that 

Herod‘s soldiers 

are dead. 

 

 

 The Virgin asks him to 

bless this house. Jesus 

does and foretells it 

would become an altar 

that will bless all those 

who visit it. 

The Virgin asks him to 

bless this house. Jesus 

does and foretells it 

would become an altar 

that will bless all those 

who visit it. 

Jesus blesses the 

house and foretells 

it would become an 

altar that will bless 

all those who visit 

it. 

The Virgin asks 

him to bless this 

house. Jesus does 

and foretells it 

would become an 

altar that will bless 

all those who visit 

it. 

 

 Jesus says that the 

house should remain 

the same and that a big 

church would be built 

in the Virgin‘s name. 

Jesus says that the 

house should remain 

the same and that a big 

church would be built 

in the Virgin‘s name. 

Jesus says that the 

house should 

remain the same 

and that a big 

church would be 

built in the Virgin‘s 

name. 

Jesus says that the 

house should 

remain the same 

and sanctuaries 

would be built in 

his and the Virgin‘s 

name in the places 

where they halted. 

 

  

 

Jesus prepares a 

spiritual boat that 

Return to Ashmonaim- 

People rejoice. 

Jesus prepares a 

spiritual boat that 

Return to 

Ashmonaim- 

People rejoice. 

Jesus prepares a 

Return to 

Ashmonaim- 

People rejoice. 

Jesus prepares a 
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conveys the family 

back to Nazareth.  

conveys the family 

back to Nazareth. 

spiritual boat that 

conveys the family 

back to Nazareth.  

spiritual boat that 

conveys the family 

back to Nazareth.  

 Jesus‘ life and mission, 

crucifixion and 

resurrection. 

Jesus‘ life and mission, 

crucifixion and 

resurrection. 

Jesus‘ life and 

mission, 

crucifixion and 

resurrection. 

  

 Mary in the house of 

Mary, Mark‘s mother 

tells the apostle‘s about 

her suffering. 

Mary in the house of 

Mary, Mark‘s mother 

tells the apostle‘s about 

her suffering. 

Mary in the house 

of Mary, Mark‘s 

mother tells the 

apostle‘s about her 

suffering. 

Mary in the house 

of Mary, Mark‘s 

mother tells the 

apostle‘s about her 

suffering.  

 

  Jesus appears and tells 

her that he will 

consecrate Qus‘qam. 

 

 Jesus appears and tells 

her that he will 

consecrate Qus‘qam. 

 

 Jesus appears and 

tells her that he will 

consecrate 

Qus‘qam. 

 Jesus appears and 

tells her that he 

will consecrate 

Qus‘qam. 

The day was the 6
th
 

of Hathor. 

 

 They miraculously 

reach Qus‘qam and 

there he shows them 

how to consecrate a 

church. The parents of 

the apostles also come 

and receive holy 

communion. 

They miraculously 

reach Qus‘qam and 

there he shows them 

how to consecrate a 

church. The parents of 

the apostles also come 

and receive holy 

communion. 

They miraculously 

reach Qus‘qam and 

there he shows 

them how to 

consecrate a 

church. The parents 

of the apostles also 

come and receive 

holy communion. 

They miraculously 

reach Qus‘qam and 

there he shows 

them how to 

consecrate a 

church. The parents 

of the apostles also 

come and receive 

holy communion. 

 

The apostles rejoice. 

They return to 

Jerusalem. 

The apostles rejoice. 

They return to 

Jerusalem. 

The apostles rejoice. 

They return to 

Jerusalem. 

The apostles 

rejoice. 

They return to 

Jerusalem. 

The apostles 

rejoice. 

They return to 

Jerusalem. 

 

 The church was 

consecrated by Christ 

on the 6
th
 of Hathor 

The church was 

consecrated by Christ 

on the 6
th
 of Hathor 
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The Virgin confirms 

that no big church is to 

be built in the house.  

     

The Virgin urges 

Theophilus to write 

down the vision and to 

perform the liturgy. 

 

The Virgin urges 

Theophilus to write 

down the vision and to 

perform the liturgy. 

Theophilus kisses her 

hand and she ascends 

back to heaven 

The Virgin urges 

Theophilus to write 

down the vision and to 

perform the liturgy. 

Theophilus kisses her 

hand and she ascends 

back to heaven 

The Virgin urges 

Theophilus to write 

down the vision 

and to perform the 

liturgy. 

Theophilus kisses 

her hand and she 

ascends back to 

heaven 

The Virgin urges 

Theophilus to write 

down the vision 

and to perform the 

liturgy. 

 

 

Closing 

Theophilus gives a 

concluding speech on 

the blessings of this 

place 

He prays for the 

congregation that God 

may satisfy all their 

needs. 

He blesses them. 

Closing 

Theophilus gives a 

concluding speech on 

the blessings of this 

place 

He prays for the 

congregation that God 

may satisfy all their 

needs. 

He blesses them. 

Closing 

Theophilus gives a 

concluding speech on 

the blessings of this 

place 

He prays for the 

congregation that God 

may satisfy all their 

needs. 

He blesses them. 

Closing 

Theophilus gives a 

concluding speech 

on the blessings of 

this place 

He prays for the 

congregation that 

God may satisfy all 

their needs. 

He blesses them. 

Closing 

Theophilus gives a 

concluding speech 

on the blessings of 

this place 

He prays for the 

congregation that 

God may satisfy all 

their needs. 

He blesses them. 

 

A note naming the 

scribe as Cyril, the 

secretary and deacon of 

Theophilus. Cyril 

further professes to be 

the one who wrote the 

My‘mar as he heard it 

from Pope Theophilus. 

A note by the scribe 

indicating the date of 

its completion. 

A note by the scribe 

naming the monk who 

took care of this 

My‘mar and forgoing 

his own name but 

asking for prayers and 

forgiveness 

 A note by the 

scribe 

Cyril his secretary 

and deacon 

professes to be the 

one who wrote the 

My‘mar as he 

heard it from Pope 

Theophilus 
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Table C  

 

The purpose of this comparative table is to provide a handy comprehensive 

comparative view of the representative sample of manuscripts and publications of the 

four old variants of The Vision of Theophilus with three variants of The Homily of the 

Church of the Rock, two in the Arabic language and one in Coptic. The four old variants 

are represented in the first four columns of the table whereas the three variants of The 

Homily of the Church of the Rock are represented in the three last columns of the table. 

The old variants are the same used in Table A. All three manuscripts representing 

the three variants of The Homily of the Church of the Rock were published and translated 

into French by Anne Boud‘hors and Ramez Boutros in 2001. The two Arabic manuscripts 

B and GT are represented in columns five and six of the table. The Coptic manuscript is 

represented in the last column of the table.  The table shows the similarities in narrative 

structure and events sequence between The Vision of Theophilus and The Homily of the 

Church of the Rock. It also shows a comparison between the narrative units of The Vision 

mentioned in The Homily of the Church of the Rock. The table forms the basis of the 

analysis in the following chapters.
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th
 C 18

th
/19thC 18/19thC 

MS 698 

Vatican 

St. John the Short  

 

MS 12/42 

Al-Muharraq 

 

Kitab mayamir 

Cairo 

 

Boud‘hors and 

Boutros 

Coptic Codex 

Boud‘hors and 

Boutros 

Texte B 

Boud‘hors and 

Boutros 

Texte GT 

Introduction: 

Background of 

the story – its 

author- its 

subject- 

 

Introduction: 

Background of 

the story – its 

interlocutor- its 

subject- the 

celebration day of 

the consecration 

of the house/ 

church. 

 

Introduction: 

Background of 

the story – its 

author- its 

subject- the 

celebration day 

of the 

consecration of 

the house/ 

church. 

 The blessings of 

Christ- 

The rock is  place 

of blessing 

whereas Jerusalem 

is where Christ was 

sorrowful and 

received judgment. 

Introduction 

Background of the 

story – its author- its 

subject-the 

consecration of a 

church in St. 

Bachom. 

 

Introduction 

Background of the 

story – its author- its 

subject-the 

consecration of  the 

church of the Rock on 

21
st
 Tubah and the 

consecration of the 

church of   St. 

Bachom. 

The time of the 

vision. 

      

     Timothy travels with 

Bishops to the rock. 

 

  Theophilus 

acquires 

resources from 

the pagan 

temples upon 

approval of 

Emperor 

Theodosius 

Theophilus hears 

the oral tradition, 

travels to the 

South three days 

before the 21
st
 of 

Tuba, the 

Virgin‘s 

departure feast. 
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He finds three 

hundreds monks 

in the area. 

    Egypt is compared 

to hell. 

Hell was honored 

by Christ‘s visit, 

and so was Egypt,  

first cursed then 

honored. 

Hell, on the other 

hand, was honored 

by Christ‘s visit 

but now it is 

cursed. 

  

    Timothy travels 

from Alexandria to 

consecrate a 

church for St. 

Bachum 

  

 Beginning of the 

story. 

Beginning of the 

story. 

Beginning of 

the story. 

Beginning of the 

story. 

Beginning of the 

story. 

Beginning of the story. 

 Praise and 

thanksgiving to 

God for his law, 

his incarnation, 

his revelation, his 

apostles, his 

priests and 

servants. 

 

 Praise and 

thanksgiving to 

God for his 

gifts of wisdom 

and his 

incarnation. 

   

   Addressed to 

the 

congregation. 
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      Timothy travels to 

build cells for the 

monks of St. Bachum 

and stops by the rock. 

Theophilus cites 

David‘s 

prophecy about 

the holy 

mountain and its 

fulfillment in 

Qus‘qam‘s 

Mount. 

 

Theophilus cites 

David‘s prophecy 

about the holy 

mountain and its 

fulfillment in 

Qus‘qam‘s 

Mount. 

 

Theophilus starts 

with David‘s 

prophecy about 

the holy 

mountain and its 

fulfillment in 

Qus‘qam‘s 

Mount. 

 

Theophilus 

cites David‘s 

prophecy about 

the holy 

mountain and 

its fulfillment 

in Qus‘qam‘s 

Mount. 

 

Timothy cites 

Jesus‘ prophecy 

about the rock to 

Peter and its 

fulfillment in this 

rock. 

 

Timothy cites Jesus‘ 

prophecy about the 

rock to Peter and its 

fulfillment in this 

rock. 

 

 

Praise of  Mount 

Qus‘qam as the 

abode of God, 

the angels and all 

the heavenly 

beings. Mount 

Qus‘qam is 

hailed as the 

equivalent of 

Mount Horeb 

and Mount Sinai.  

Compares Mount 

Qus‘qam to the 

Mount of Olives 

Praise of  Mount 

Qus‘qam as the 

abode of God, the 

Virgin Mary, the 

angels and all the 

heavenly beings. 

Mount Qus‘qam 

is hailed as the 

equivalent of 

Mount Horeb and 

Mount Sinai.  

 

 Praise of  

Mount 

Qus‘qam as the 

abode of God, 

the angels and 

all the heavenly 

beings. Mount 

Qus‘qam is 

hailed as the 

equivalent of 

Mount Horeb 

and Mount 

Sinai.  

 

Praise of the rock 

as the equivalent of  

the two rocks on 

Jerusalem‘s gates. 

Praise of the rock 

and its comparison 

to rocks that were a 

source of blessing 

mentioned in the 

Bible. 

 

Praise of the rock as 

the abode of God  

Praise of the rock as 

the equivalent of  the 

two rocks on 

Jerusalem‘s gates. 

Praise of the rock and 

its comparison to 

rocks that were a 

source of blessing 

mentioned in the 

Bible. 

 

Praise of the rock as 

the equivalent of  the 

two rocks on 

Jerusalem‘s gates. 

Praise of the rock and 

its comparison to 

rocks that were a 

source of blessing 

mentioned in the 

Bible. 

 

Isaiah‘s 

prophecy about 

the Virgin giving 

birth and God 

giving peace in 

that mountain. 

 

The mountain as 

Isaiah‘s prophecy 

about the Virgin 

giving birth and 

God giving peace 

in that mountain. 

 

The mountain as 

an everlasting 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Isaiah‘s 

prophecy about 

the Virgin 

giving birth and 

God giving 

peace in that 

mountain. 
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an everlasting 

altar to which all 

nations will 

come for 

blessing and 

forgiveness of 

their sins. 

 

Isaiah‘s 

prophecy about a 

holy mountain at 

the end of time 

and its 

fulfillment in 

Qus‘qam. 

 

John the 

Beloved‘s 

prophecy about 

the woman in 

Apocalypse and 

its fulfillment in 

the Virgin Mary 

and the desert of 

Egypt 

 

 

altar to which all 

nations will come 

for blessing and 

forgiveness of 

their sins. 

 

Isaiah‘s prophecy 

about a holy 

mountain at the 

end of time and 

its fulfillment in 

Qus‘qam. 

 

John the 

Beloved‘s 

prophecy about 

the woman in 

Apocalypse and 

its fulfillment in 

the Virgin Mary 

and the desert of 

Egypt 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

John the 

Beloved‘s 

prophecy about 

the woman in 

Apocalypse and 

its fulfillment in 

the Virgin Mary 

and the desert of 

Egypt 

The mountain 

as an 

everlasting altar 

to which all 

nations will 

come for 

blessing and 

forgiveness of 

their sins. 

 

Isaiah‘s 

prophecy about 

a holy 

mountain at the 

end of time and 

its fulfillment 

in Qus‘qam. 

 

John the 

Beloved‘s 

prophecy about 

the woman in 

Apocalypse and 

its fulfillment 

in the Virgin 

Mary and the 

desert of Egypt 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theophilus‘ joy 

upon arrival at a 

site of sin 

forgiveness. 

Theophilus 

offers thanks to 

God. 

He recounts St. 

Theophilus‘ joy 

upon arrival at a 

site of sin 

forgiveness. 

Theophilus offers 

thanks to God 

 

 

Theophilus‘ joy 

upon arrival at a 

site of sin 

forgiveness. 

Theophilus 

offers thanks to 

God 

 

Theophilus‘ joy 

upon arrival at 

a site of sin 

forgiveness. 

Theophilus 

offers thanks to 

God 

 

They find a 

building on a rock. 

Timothy‘s boat halts 

at the rock against his 

plans. He is received 

by a monk who tells 

him that it is the 

Virgin that had made 

him stop there. 

He mentions 

 

1
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Athanasius‘ fight 

against the 

heretics. 

Theophilus 

recounts the 

churches that he 

has built. 

King Theodosius 

visit because of 

the found 

treasure. 

The talk between 

the King and 

Theophilus. The 

king gives 

Theophilus the 

keys of the pagan 

temples. 

The miracle of 

the appearance of 

the three theos. 

 

The king departs. 

 

Later, 

Theophilus 

opens the pagan 

temples and 

acquires their 

wealth.  

He builds several 

churches. He 

hears about this 

site and comes to 

visit. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theophilus‘ visit to 

Qus‘qam. 
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Theophilus 

expresses his 

surprise at the 

humility of the 

church. 

Theophilus 

expresses his 

surprise at the 

humility of the 

church. 

Theophilus 

expresses his 

surprise at the 

humility of the 

church.  

The miraculous 

appearance  of 

the three theos. 

 

Theophilus 

expresses his 

surprise at the 

humility of the 

church. 

   

Theophilus 

addresses the 

congregation 

asking them to 

listen attentively: 

 

      

The Previous 

Sunday  

Theophilus goes 

to the Virgin‘s 

room,  

prays to Jesus to 

learn about the 

visit and to build 

a church. 

 

A few days later,  

Theophilus goes 

to the Virgin‘s 

room,  

prays to Jesus to 

learn about the 

visit and to build 

a church. 

A few days later,  

Theophilus goes 

to the Virgin‘s 

room,  

prays to Jesus to 

learn about the 

visit and to build 

a church 

 

Theophilus 

goes to the 

Virgin‘s room,  

prays to Jesus 

to learn about 

the visit and to 

build a church. 

  

Timothy prays for a 

vision to one of the 

monks. 

 

Timothy prays to 

Jesus to learn about 

building a church in 

this site. 

 

The Vision: 

The Virgin with 

Michael and 

Gabriel appear 

Theophilus in 

fear falls to his 

knees. 

Michael raises 

The Vision: 

The Virgin with 

Michael and 

Gabriel appear 

Theophilus in fear 

falls to his knees. 

Michael raises 

and strengthens 

The Vision: 

The Virgin with 

Michael and 

Gabriel appear 

Theophilus in 

fear falls to his 

knees. 

Michael raises 

The Vision: 

The Virgin with 

Michael and 

Gabriel appear 

Theophilus in 

fear falls to his 

knees. 

Michael raises 

 The Vision: 

The Virgin and the 

angels appear. 

She mentions her 

appearance to 

Theophilus. 

 

 

Missing section 

1
5
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and strengthens 

him. 

The Virgin 

praises and 

blesses 

Theophilus. 

 

him. 

The Virgin 

praises and 

blesses 

Theophilus. 

 

and strengthens 

him. 

The Virgin 

praises and 

blesses 

Theophilus. 

and strengthens 

him. 

The Virgin 

praises and 

blesses 

Theophilus. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

The Virgin 

introduces 

herself and 

explains the 

purpose of her 

appearance: 

a. he must 

not build a  

church, but 

instead leave 

the site 

untouched 

b. to inform 

him about 

the Holy 

Family‘s 

visit 

The Virgin 

introduces herself 

and explains the 

purpose of her 

appearance: 

a. he must 

not build a  

church, but 

instead leave 

the site 

untouched 

b. to inform 

him about the 

Holy 

Family‘s visit 

The Virgin 

introduces 

herself and 

explains the 

purpose of her 

appearance: 

a. he must 

not build a  

church, but 

instead 

leave the 

site 

untouched 

b. to inform 

him about 

the Holy 

Family‘s 

visit 

The Virgin 

introduces 

herself and 

explains the 

purpose of her 

appearance: 

 a. to 

inform 

him about 

the Holy 

Family‘s 

visit 

b. to 

inform 

him about  

their 

choice of 

Mount 

Qus‘qam 

 The Virgin 

introduces herself. 

 

Theophilus 

bows, is humbled 

and thanks her. 

 

The Virgin 

instructs him to 

listen and write 

down her words, 

and to send it  to 

Theophilus bows 

in humility and 

thanks her. 

 

 

Theophilus 

bows, is 

humbled and 

thanks her. 

 

The Virgin 

instructs him to 

listen and write 

down her words, 

 

 

 

 

 

The Virgin 

instructs him to 

listen and write 

down her 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1
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all believers. 

 

and to send it  to 

all believers. 

words, and to 

send it  to all 

believers. 

 

Theophilus 

bows and 

thanks her. 

The Virgin starts 

the narration of 

the events of her 

visit to Egypt. 

The Virgin starts 

the narration of 

the events of her 

visit to Egypt. 

The Virgin starts 

the narration of 

the events of her 

visit to Egypt. 

The Virgin 

starts the 

narration of the 

events of her 

visit to Egypt. 

 The Virgin starts the 

narration of the 

events of her visit to 

Egypt. 

 

Bethlehem- 

- the star of Jesus 

appears 

The Virgin is 

lonely, afraid, 

inexperienced 

and without 

provision for the 

baby. 

 

Cow and donkey 

wait on Christ in 

the stable. 

Bethlehem 

 

 

The Virgin is 

lonely, afraid, 

inexperienced and 

without provision 

for the baby. 

Bethlehem- 

- the star of 

Jesus appears 

The Virgin is 

lonely, afraid, 

inexperienced 

and without 

provision for the 

baby. 

Bethlehem- 

- the star of 

Jesus appears 

The Virgin is 

lonely, afraid, 

inexperienced 

and without 

provision for 

the baby. 

 Bethlehem- 

- The birth of Jesus 

 

Birthday of 

Jesus, 29
th
 

Kiahk- 

 

Birthday of Jesus, 

29
th
 Kiahk- 

 The star of Jesus 

appears. 

 

Birthday of 

Jesus, 29
th
 Kiahk 

 

Birthday of 

Jesus, 29
th
 

Kiahk- 

 

 

   

The angels 

celebrate in the 

manger. 

 

The angels 

celebrate in the 

manger. 

 

 

The angels 

celebrate in the 

manger. 

 

The angels 

celebrate in the 

manger. 

 

 

   

1
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Salome and 

Joseph arrive 

after the birth, 

Salome rejoices 

and vows to 

accompany the 

Virgin until her 

death. 

 

Salome and 

Joseph arrive 

after the birth, 

Salome rejoices 

and vows to 

accompany the 

Virgin until her 

death. 

 

Salome and 

Joseph arrive 

after the birth, 

Salome rejoices 

and vows to 

accompany the 

Virgin until her 

death. 

 

Salome and 

Joseph arrive 

after the birth, 

Salome rejoices 

and vows to 

accompany the 

Virgin until her 

death. 

 

   

The shepherds 

arrive and praise 

God and the 

Virgin.  

Eight days later 

Jesus is 

circumcised. 

The Magi visit.  

Herod asks the 

Magi to return. 

The presentation 

of Christ in the 

temple and 

Simeon‘s death. 

Holy Family 

returns to 

Jerusalem. 

 

The shepherds 

arrive and praise 

God and the 

Virgin.  

Eight days later 

Jesus is 

circumcised. 

The Magi visit.  

Herod and the 

Magi incident. 

The presentation 

of Christ in the 

temple and 

Simeon‘s death. 

 

The shepherds 

arrive and praise 

God and the 

Virgin. 

Eight days later 

Jesus is 

circumcised. 

The Magi visit.  

Herod and the 

Magi incident 

The presentation 

of Christ in the 

temple and 

Simeon‘s death. 

Holy Family 

returns to 

Jerusalem. 

 

The shepherds 

arrive and 

praise God and 

the Virgin.  

Eight days later 

Jesus is 

circumcised. 

The Magi visit.  

Herod and the 

Magi incident 

The 

presentation of 

Christ in the 

temple and 

Simeon‘s death. 

Holy Family 

returns to 

Jerusalem. 

 

   

Satan prompts 

Herod to perform 

the Massacre of 

the Innocent. 

 

The Angel 

appears to Joseph 

 

Herod orders the 

Massacre of the 

Innocent. 

 

 

The Angel 

Satan prompts 

Herod to 

perform the 

Massacre of the 

Innocent. 

 

The Angel 

Satan prompts 

Herod to 

perform the 

Massacre of the 

Innocent. 

 

The Angel 

 The Virgin‘s fear and 

suffering during the 

Massacre of the 

Innocent. 

 

The Angel appears to 

Joseph and prompts 

The Virgin‘s fear and 

suffering during the 

Massacre of the 

Innocent. 

 

The Angel appears to 

Joseph and prompts 

1
5
7
 

 



158 

Ad 1284 AD 1722 AD 1783 AD 1927 6
th
 C 18

th
/19thC 18/19thC 

and prompts him 

to flee to Egypt. 

appears to Joseph 

and prompts him 

to flee to Egypt. 

appears to 

Joseph and 

prompts him to 

flee to Egypt. 

appears to 

Joseph and 

prompts him to 

flee to Egypt. 

him to flee to Egypt.  him to flee to Egypt. 

 

The Holy Family 

and Salome 

depart to Egypt. 

The trip to 

Egypt: 

 

Virgin and Christ 

interact as 

mother/child 

Jesus cries to be 

carried and the 

Virgin, Salome 

and Joseph takes 

turns in carrying 

him. 

 

The Holy Family 

and Salome 

depart to Egypt. 

The trip to Egypt: 

 

Virgin and Christ 

interact as 

mother/child 

Jesus cries to be 

carried and the 

Virgin carries 

him. 

The Holy Family 

and Salome 

depart to Egypt. 

The trip to 

Egypt: 

 

Virgin and 

Christ interact as 

mother/child 

Jesus cries to be 

carried and the 

Virgin, Salome 

and Joseph takes 

turns in carrying 

him. 

 

The Holy 

Family and 

Salome depart 

to Egypt. 

The pains of  

the trip to 

Egypt: 

 

 The pains of  the trip 

to Egypt: 

 

 

 

 

Arrival at first 

Egyptian city on 

26
th
 Bashans. 

Arrival at first 

Egyptian city on 

24
th
 Bashans. 

Arrival at first 

Egyptian city on 

24
th
 Bashans. 

Arrival into 

Egypt. 

 

 Arrival into Egypt. 

 

Arrival into Egypt. 

 

   Farma- Basta- 

Mahamma-

Bilbays- Minyat 

Ganah- 

Sammanoud- El 

Burulus- 

Matlaa-Bilad 

El Sibakh-Wadi 

El-Natrun- 

Heliopolis- 

Fustat-Abu 

Sarga 

   

1
5
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Then South: 

Ashmonaim-

Qus‘qam 

Miracles of 

Christ along 

the way. 

 

 Basta at Belbeis- 

unblessed city. 

 

Basta at Belbeis- 

unblessed city. 

 

  Basta at Belbeis- 

unblessed city. 

 

Satrun- The people 

refuse to receive them.  

 

The two thieves 

one Egyptian and 

one Jew see 

Christ in green 

and gold slippers 

and scheme to 

steal them. 

 

The two thieves 

one Egyptian and 

one Jew see 

Christ in red and 

gold slippers and 

scheme to steal 

them. 

 

The two thieves 

one Egyptian 

and one Jew see 

Christ in red and 

gold slippers and 

scheme to steal 

them. 

 

  Problems with 

thieves 

 

 

    Joseph upset- Jesus 

asks Mary to give 

him to Joseph and 

Joseph becomes 

peaceful and feels 

blessed. 

 

Joseph upset- Jesus 

asks Mary to give 

him to Joseph and 

Joseph becomes 

peaceful and feels 

blessed. 

 

Joseph upset- Jesus 

asks Mary to give him 

to Joseph and Joseph 

becomes peaceful and 

feels blessed. 

 

 

Christ thirsts, but 

no one gives the 

Virgin water. 

 

Thieves come 

back, take Jesus‘ 

slippers. 

 

The Virgin 

 

Christ thirsts, but 

no one gives the 

Virgin water. 

 

Thieves come 

back, take Jesus‘ 

slippers. 

 

The Virgin weeps 

 

Christ thirsts, but 

no one gives the 

Virgin water. 

 

Thieves come 

back, take Jesus‘ 

slippers. 

 

The Virgin 
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weeps and Jesus 

creates a healing 

well for strangers 

not for the 

residents of that 

city. 

 

 

 

The idols fall. 

 

and Jesus creates 

a healing well 

known today as 

Mahama Christ 

thirsts, but no one 

gives the Virgin 

water. 

 

Thieves come 

back, take Jesus‘ 

slippers. 

 

The Virgin weeps 

and Jesus creates 

a healing well . 

weeps  and Jesus 

creates a healing 

well  known 

today as 

Mahama for 

strangers not for 

the residents of 

that city. 

 

The idols fall. 

 Sibakh – crossed 

the sea to El 

Maghtas where 

Christ foretold 

that a church 

would be built 

there. 

 

Returned to Misr 

and saw the 

Natrun Valley. 

Jesus blessed the 

area and said it 

would be full of 

churches and holy 

gatherings. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 Materya- Jesus 

breaks a stick that 

Joseph used and 

plants it. Sweet 

 Materya- 

Balsam tree. 

   

1
6
0
 

 



161 

Ad 1284 AD 1722 AD 1783 AD 1927 6
th
 C 18

th
/19thC 18/19thC 

water erupted and 

watered the 

sticks. Jesus said 

it was a healing 

well and the 

sticks are Balsam 

which produces 

the oil used to 

consecrate the 

altars. 

 

Fustat- the family 

slept in a cave for 

two nights- now 

known as the 

Church of 

Sergius. 

Trip to the south. 

Nature worships 

Christ. 

Jesus stamps his 

hand on Mount 

El-Kaf and 

foretells that in 

that place their 

name will last 

forever. 

Trip to the south. 

Nature worships 

Christ. 

Jesus stamps his 

hand on mount El 

Kaf near Samalut. 

Trip to the south. 

Nature worships 

Christ. 

Jesus stamps his 

hand on Mount 

Kwali near 

Samalut and 

foretells that in 

that place their 

name will last 

forever. 

  Arrival in this city-  

An area with halfa 

plants and thorns- 

Family stays with a 

shepherd named 

Joseph. Jesus plants 

trees to give shade. 

Bardona- A man 

insults Joseph. 

The family doesn‘t 

go into the city. 

They attempt to cross 

the river from the 

west to the east to 

avoid the idol 

temples.  

Boaters refuse to give 

them passage because 

Arrival in this city-  

An area with halfa 

plants and thorns- 

Family stays with a 

shepherd named 

Joseph. Jesus plants 

trees to give shade. 

Bardona- A man 

insults Joseph. 

The family doesn‘t go 

into the city. 

They attempt to cross 

the river from the west 

to the east to avoid the 

idol temples.  

Boaters refuse to give 

them passage because 

of the winds. 

1
6
1
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of the winds. 

Christ calms the 

winds and brings 

down a rock to carry 

the family to the 

other side of the 

river. 

The rock carries the 

stamp of Jesus‘s 

hand. 

The 16 devils who 

serve a witch are 

frightened of Christ‘s 

hand imprint. The 

witch goes herself to 

check the rock and 

the Holy Family. 

Jesus drowns her 

with the evil spirits 

that serve her. 

Rufus, the angel 

responsible for Egypt 

complains to Christ 

about idol 

worshipping. Christ 

promises him that 

Egypt will become 

the abode of saints 

and the promised 

land. 

The Virgin continues 

to bathe Jesus on the 

rock for three days. 

The family departs. 

The rock tries to 

Christ calms the winds 

and brings down a 

rock to carry the 

family to the other side 

of the river. 

The rock carries the 

stamp of Jesus‘s hand. 

The 16 devils who 

serve a witch are 

frightened of Christ‘s 

hand imprint. The 

witch goes herself to 

check the rock and the 

Holy Family. Jesus 

drowns her with the 

evil spirits that serve 

her. 

Ahrufus, the angel 

responsible for Egypt 

complains to Christ 

about idol 

worshipping. Christ 

promises him that 

Egypt will become the 

abode of saints and the 

promised land. 

The Virgin continues 

to bathe Jesus on the 

rock for three days. 

The family departs. 

The rock tries to 

follow but Christ 

orders it to stay put. 

1
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follow but Christ 

orders it to stay put. 

 

In Ashmonaim- 

A copper idol in 

the shape of a 

horse neighed,  

fell to the ground 

and broke.  

In Ashmonaim 

the Idols fall- 

Idols fall 

wherever Jesus 

goes. 

 

In Ashmonaim 

the Idols fall- 

 

In Ashmonaim- 

A copper idol 

which moved  

fell and its 

demons fled. 

 

 In Ashmonaim- A 

copper idol which 

moved  fell and its 

demons fled. 

 

In Ashmonaim- A 

copper idol 

which moved  fell and 

its demons fled. 

 

A tree worships 

Christ  

and speaks in 

human language  

and is blessed. 

 

 

Jesus turns five 

camels into 

stone. 

Klowm invites 

them to his 

house.  

 

 

Idols fall. 

Jesus heals the 

sick and many 

people come to 

him. 

 

 

 

A tree worships 

Christ 

 

 

and is blessed. 

 

 

Jesus turns five 

camels into stone. 

Klowm invites 

them to his house.  

 

 

 

Jesus heals the 

sick and many 

people come to 

him. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A tree worships 

Christ  

and speaks in 

human language  

and is blessed. 

 

 

Jesus turns five 

camels into 

stone. 

Klowm invites 

them to his 

house. 

 

 

Idols fall. 

Jesus heals the 

sick and many 

people come to 

him. 

 

A tree worships 

Christ  

and speaks in 

human language  

 

Many trees that 

worshipped 

Christ. 

 

The Virgin 

orders a palm 

to go to 

Jerusalem 

where its fronds 

will be used 

during Palm 

Sunday 

 

Jesus blesses 

the cities where 

they were well 

received and 

curses the cities 

where they 

were ill 

received. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jesus turns five 

camels into stone 
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 and is blessed.   

 

 

Ficus T 

They go to 

Dianos, the 

carpenter, whose 

son suffers from 

an evil spirit. 

Jesus drives the 

evil spirit away 

and the city idols 

fall, angering 

the priests and   

notables, and the 

family departs. 

 

The evil spirits 

provoke the 

people against 

the Holy Family. 

They try to kill 

them and Jesus 

curses the city 

 

Afeefos-  

They go to Diats, 

the carpenter, 

whose son suffers 

from an evil 

spirit. Jesus drives 

the evil spirit 

away and the city 

idols fall, 

angering 

the priests and   

notables, and the 

family departs. 

 

Afeefos- 

They go to Dias, 

the carpenter, 

whose son 

suffers from an 

evil spirit. Jesus 

drives the evil 

spirit away and 

the city idols 

fall, angering 

the priests and   

notables, and the 

family departs. 

 

  Ficus 

They go to Dianos, 

the carpenter. 

 

 

 Qus‘qam- Idols 

fall- The evil 

spirits provoke 

the people against 

the Holy Family. 

They try to kill 

them and Jesus 

curses the city. 

Qus‘qam- Idols 

fall- The evil 

spirits provoke 

the people 

against the Holy 

Family. They try 

to kill them and 

Jesus curses the 

city. 

    

Unnamed city- Unnamed city- Unnamed city-     

1
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Jesus plants an 

olive tree. 

Jesus plants an 

olive tree. 

Jesus plants an 

olive tree. 

The Western 

Mountain-The 

two thieves 

attack them- steal 

their clothes. 

 

The Western 

Mountain-The 

two thieves attack 

them- steal their 

clothes. 

 

The Western 

Mountain-The 

two thieves 

attack them- 

steal their 

clothes. 

 

   

The two thieves 

attack them- steal 

their clothes. 

 

 

The two thieves attack 

them- steal their 

clothes. 

 

The Virgin‘s 

lament when she 

thought they will 

kill Christ. 

 

The Virgin‘s 

lament when she 

thought they will 

kill Christ. 

 

The Virgin‘s 

lament when she 

thought they will 

kill Christ. 

 

  The Virgin‘s lament 

when she thought 

they will kill Christ. 

 

The Virgin‘s lament 

when she thought they 

will kill Christ.  

 

The Egyptian 

thief returns the 

clothes. Jesus 

foretells that 

these two thieves 

will be the two 

crucified with 

him.  

The Egyptian 

thief returns the 

clothes. Jesus 

foretells that these 

two thieves will 

be the two 

crucified with 

him.  

The Egyptian 

thief returns the 

clothes. Jesus 

foretells that 

these two thieves 

will be the two 

crucified with 

him.  

  

 

The older thief 

returns the clothes 

and Jesus gives 

him a share in 

eternal life. 

 

 

The older thief 

returns the clothes 

and Jesus gives him a 

share in eternal life. 

 

 

The older thief returns 

the clothes and Jesus 

gives him a share in 

eternal life. 

 

 

    Jesus explains to 

Mary why he 

accepted the 

humiliation of the 

thieves. 

 

Jesus explains to 

Mary why he 

accepted the 

humiliation of the 

thieves. 

Jesus explains to Mary 

why he accepted the 

humiliation of the 

thieves. 

 

The place is 

blessed because 

of the Virgin‘s 

tears- 

Darkness sets in. 

Joseph is upset 

because of the 

The place is 

blessed because 

of the Virgin‘s 

tears- 

Darkness sets in. 

Joseph is upset 

because of the 

The place is 

blessed because 

of the Virgin‘s 

tears-  

Darkness sets in. 

Joseph is upset 

because of the 

    

1
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desolation of the 

place. Jesus 

consoles him. 

 

desolation of the 

place. Jesus 

consoles him. 

 

desolation of the 

place. Jesus 

consoles him 

The house in the 

Western Mount-a 

blessed finding 

with a dry water 

well, wash basin, 

and water jug. 

Jesus brings 

healing water to 

the well and 

Salome bathes 

Jesus every day.  

 

The house in the 

Western Mount-a 

blessed finding 

with a dry water 

well, wash basin, 

and water jug. 

Jesus brings 

healing water to 

the well and 

Salome bathes 

Jesus every day.  

 

 

The house in the 

Western Mount-

a blessed finding 

with a dry water 

well, wash basin, 

and water jug. 

Jesus brings 

healing water to 

the well and 

Salome bathes 

Jesus every day 

 Jesus directs them 

to the house in 

Qus‘qam and says 

that its origin is the 

tribe of Judah, a 

blessed finding 

with a dry water 

well, wash basin, 

and water jug. 

The carpenter 

Dioneus, comes to 

visit with food and 

tells Joseph that the 

two thieves are 

brothers from 

Ashmonaim. The 

cruel one is from a 

Jewish mother and 

the merciful one is 

Egyptian. 

The Virgin says 

she stayed six 

months in 

Qus‘qam.  

 

Jesus directs them to 

the house in the 

Western Mount and 

says that its origin is 

the tribe of Judah, a 

blessed finding with a 

dry water well, wash 

basin, and water jug. 

The carpenter comes 

to visit with food and 

tells Joseph that the 

two thieves are 

brothers from 

Ashmonaim. The 

cruel one is from a 

Jewish mother and 

the merciful one is 

Egyptian. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The carpenter comes 

to visit with food and 

tells Joseph that the 

two thieves are 

brothers from 

Ashmonaim. The cruel 

one is from a Jewish 

mother and the 

merciful one is 

Egyptian. 

 

Herod sends 10 

men. 

Mosas, son of 

Joseph‘s brother, 

travels to warn 

them. Satan 

Herod sends 10 

men. 

Yusa, son of 

Joseph‘s brother, 

travels to warn 

them. Satan 

Herod sends 10 

men. Yusa, son 

of Joseph, 

travels to warn 

them. 

Satan prompts 

Herod sends 10 

men. 

Yusa, a relative 

of Joseph, 

travels to warn 

them. Satan 
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prompts Mosas 

to return but he 

doesn‘t. 

 

prompts Yusa to 

return but he 

doesn‘t. 

 

Yusa to return 

but he doesn‘t. 

 

 

prompts Yusa 

to return but he 

doesn‘t. 

The Virgin 

laments on the 

roof. 

Jesus consoles 

her. Both go 

down to console 

Joseph and 

Salome. 

The Virgin 

laments on the 

roof. 

Jesus consoles 

her. Both go 

down to console 

Joseph and 

Salome. 

The Virgin 

laments on the 

roof. 

Jesus consoles 

her. Both go 

down to console 

Joseph and 

Salome. 

The Virgin 

laments on the 

roof. 

Jesus consoles 

her. Both go 

down to 

console Joseph 

and Salome. 

   

Yusa dies and 

Joseph buries 

him. 

They stay there 

six months from 

the 7
th
 of 

Baramudah to 

the 6
th
 of Babah. 

They spend a 

total of three 

years and six 

months in Egypt. 

Yusa dies and 

Joseph buries 

him. 

They stay there 

six months from 

the 7
th
 of 

Baramudah to the 

6
th
 of Babah. 

 

 

 

 Yusa dies and 

Joseph buries 

him. 

They stay there 

six months from 

the 7
th
 of 

Baramudah to 

the 6
th
 of Babah. 

 . 

 

 

Yusa dies and 

Joseph buries 

him. 

They stay there 

six months 

from the 7
th
 of 

Baramudah to 

the 6
th

 of 

Babah. 

 

 

 

Reference to 

Moise‘s story.  

 

 

 

 

 

Reference to Yusa‘s 

story.  

 

 

 

 

 

Reference to Yusa‘s 

story.  

 

 

 

    The angel appears 

to Joseph to tell 

him to go back to 

Jerusalem. 

 

The angel appears to 

Joseph to tell him to 

go back to Jerusalem. 

 

    Reference to 

Theophilus‘ vision 

and that the Virgin 

didn‘t add any 

more to what she 

has already told 

Reference to 

Theophilus‘ vision 

and that the Virgin 

didn‘t add any more 

to what she has 

already told 

Reference to 

Theophilus‘ vision. 
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Theophilus Theophilus. 

 

 

The angel 

appears to Joseph 

to tell him to go 

back to 

Jerusalem and 

that Herod‘s 

soldiers are dead. 

 

(missing section) 

 

The angel appears 

to Joseph to tell 

him to go back to 

Jerusalem and 

that Herod‘s 

soldiers are dead. 

The Virgin asks 

him to bless this 

house. Jesus does 

and foretells it 

would become an 

altar that will 

bless all those 

who visit it. 

 

The angel 

appears to 

Joseph to tell 

him to go back 

to Jerusalem and 

that Herod‘s 

soldiers are 

dead. 

The Virgin asks 

him to bless this 

house. Jesus 

does and 

foretells it would 

become an altar 

that will bless all 

those who visit 

it. 

 

The angel 

appears to 

Joseph to tell 

him to go back 

to Jerusalem 

and that 

Herod‘s 

soldiers are 

dead. 

 

 

Jesus blesses 

the house and 

foretells it 

would become 

an altar that 

will bless all 

those who visit 

it. 

 

   

 Jesus says that the 

house should 

remain the same 

and that a big 

church would be 

built in the 

Virgin‘s name. 

Jesus says that 

the house should 

remain the same 

and a big church 

would be built in 

the Virgin‘s 

name 

Jesus says that 

the house 

should remain 

the same and 

that a big 

church would 

be built in the 

Virgin‘s name. 

   

  

 

Jesus prepares a 

spiritual boat that 

Return to 

Ashmonaim- 

People rejoice. 

Jesus prepares a 

Return to 

Ashmonaim- 

People rejoice. 

Jesus prepares a 
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conveys the 

family back to 

Nazareth. 

 

spiritual boat 

that conveys the 

family back to 

Nazareth. 

spiritual boat 

that conveys 

the family back 

to Nazareth. 

 Jesus‘ life and 

mission, 

crucifixion and 

resurrection. 

Jesus‘ life and 

mission, 

crucifixion and 

resurrection. 

Jesus‘ life and 

mission, 

crucifixion and 

resurrection. 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The apostles 

rejoice. 

They return to 

Jerusalem. 

 

 

 

Mary in the house 

of Mary, Mark‘s 

mother tells the 

apostle‘s about 

her suffering. 

 

 Jesus appears and 

tells her that he 

will consecrate 

Qus‘qam. 

 

 

 

They 

miraculously 

reach Qus‘qam 

and there he 

shows them how 

to consecrate a 

church. The 

parents of the 

apostles also 

come and receive 

holy communion. 

 

The apostles 

rejoice. 

Mary in the 

house of Mary, 

Mark‘s mother 

tells the 

apostle‘s about 

her suffering. 

 

 Jesus appears 

and tells her that 

he will 

consecrate 

Qus‘qam. 

 

 

 

They 

miraculously 

reach Qus‘qam 

and there he 

shows them how 

to consecrate a 

church. The 

parents of the 

apostles also 

come and 

receive holy 

communion. 

Mary in the 

house of Mary, 

Mark‘s mother 

tells the 

apostle‘s about 

her suffering. 

 

 Jesus appears 

and tells her 

that he will 

consecrate 

Qus‘qam. 

 

 

 

They 

miraculously 

reach Qus‘qam 

and there he 

shows them 

how to 

consecrate a 

church. The 

parents of the 

apostles also 

come and 

receive holy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1
6
9
 

 



170 

Ad 1284 AD 1722 AD 1783 AD 1927 6
th
 C 18

th
/19thC 18/19thC 

 

 

The Virgin 

confirms that no 

big church is to 

be built in the 

house. 

 

They return to 

Jerusalem. 

 

The church was 

consecrated by 

Christ on the 6
th
 

of Hathor. 

 

The apostles 

rejoice. 

They return to 

Jerusalem. 

 

The church was 

consecrated by 

Christ on the 6
th
 

of Hathor. 

communion. 

 

The apostles 

rejoice. 

They return to 

Jerusalem. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Virgin urges 

Theophilus to 

write down the 

vision and to 

perform the 

liturgy. 

 

The Virgin urges 

Theophilus to 

write down the 

vision and to 

perform the 

liturgy. 

Theophilus kisses 

her hand and she 

ascends back to 

heaven. 

The Virgin urges 

Theophilus to 

write down the 

vision and to 

perform the 

liturgy. 

Theophilus 

kisses her hand 

and she ascends 

back to heaven. 

The Virgin 

urges 

Theophilus to 

write down the 

vision and to 

perform the 

liturgy. 

Theophilus 

kisses her hand 

and she ascends 

back to heaven. 

The Virgin urges 

Timothy to write 

down the vision. 

The Virgin urges 

Timothy to write 

down the vision. 

 

    The Virgin shows 

Timothy around 

the rock to show 

him where she 

bathed Christ and 

where he left his 

hand imprint. 

  

    The Virgin tells 

Timothy where to 

build the church on 

the rock and about 

the consecration of 

The Virgin tells 

Timothy where to 

build the church on 

the rock and about 

the consecration of 

The Virgin tells 

Timothy where to 

build the church on the 

rock and about the 

consecration of the 

1
7
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the church of  

Anba Bachum in 

the South. She 

informs him that 

Jesus will come to 

consecrate the 

church on the 15
th
 

of Hathor. 

 

the church of  Anba 

Bachum in the South.  

She informs him that 

Jesus will come to 

consecrate the church 

on the 15
th
 of 

Hathor.. 

 

church of  Anba 

Bachum in the South.  

She informs him that 

Jesus will come to 

consecrate the church 

 

    Another monk saw 

the whole meeting 

between the Virgin 

and the Patriarch 

while he was 

sleeping. 

Another monk saw 

the whole meeting 

between the Virgin 

and the Patriarch 

while he was 

sleeping. He woke up 

and informed Peter 

the Deacon about The 

Vision of the 

Patriarch. The Vision 

was thus confirmed 

by witnesses. 

Another monk saw the 

whole meeting 

between the Virgin 

and the Patriarch while 

he was sleeping. He 

woke up and informed 

Peter the Deacon 

about The Vision of 

the Patriarch. The 

Vision was thus 

confirmed by 

witnesses. 

      The Patriarch instructs 

Peter to sit down so he 

can dictate to him the 

vision. 

 

     The king was 

informed and the 

funds and the 

building materials 

were made available 

to build the Church 

of the Rock. They 

were also to 

consecrate the church 

The city governor  was 

informed and the 

funds and the building 

materials were made 

available to build the 

Church of the Rock.  

 

 

1
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of St. Bachum. 

 

 

     The story of the 

Patriarchs who 

rebelled against the 

Patriarch Dioscorous 

and how they were 

punished  by God on 

the hands of the 

messenger of the 

King. 

The story of the 

Patriarchs who 

rebelled against the 

Patriarch Dioscorous 

and how they were 

punished  by God on 

the hands of the 

messenger of the King. 

     The messenger of the 

king doubts about the 

hand imprint of 

Christ and the 

building of a church 

on the rock. He has a 

servant named 

Amonios who tells 

him that in his village 

there is an image of 

Christ which cures 

those who prostrate 

before it. 

 

 

The messenger of the 

king doubts about the 

hand imprint of Christ 

and the building of a 

church on the rock. He 

has a servant named 

Amonios who tells 

him that in  the 

northern village there 

is a pillar  that Christ 

made which cures 

those who prostrate 

before it. 

 

     He sees a gem in the 

rock, tries to cut the 

rock but the swords 

melt. They learn not 

to doubt the miracles 

that took place in 

Egypt. 

 

He sees a gem in the 

rock, tries to cut the 

rock and it melted in 

their hands.  

 

The people believe 

that Christ will come 

on that rock. 
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     A man on the boat 

with an evil spirit is 

brought to the rock 

where the spirit 

leaves him. 

Work starts on the 

Church of the Rock. 

 

A man on the boat 

with an evil spirit is 

brought to the rock 

where the spirit leaves 

him. 

Work starts on the 

Church of the Rock. 

 

 

     As they depart to 

consecrate the church 

of St. Bachum, they 

see something like an 

oil lamp hanging on 

the rock. 

 

As they depart to 

consecrate the church 

of St. Bachum, they 

see something like an 

oil lamp hanging on 

the rock. 

 

     The consecration of 

the church of St. 

Bachum. 

 

The consecration of 

the church of St. 

Bachum on 15
th
 

Babah. 

     They return and 

consecrate the 

Church of the Rock 

on 21
st
 of Tubah 

which is the feast of 

the departure of Saint 

Mary. 

 

They return and find 

the work on the 

Church of the Rock 

completed. 

They consecrate the 

Church of the Rock on 

21
st
 of Tubah which is 

the feast of the 

departure of Saint 

Mary. 

     

 

 

 

Some of the miracles 

of the rock: 

The Virgin appears in 

a dream to a monk 

Some of the miracles 

of the rock:  

The Virgin appears in 

a dream to a monk 
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concerning a sunken 

ship and its drowned 

passengers. 

 

The oil returns to the 

poor lady. 

concerning a sunken 

ship and its drowned 

passengers. 

 

The oil returns to the 

poor lady. 

     A ship sinks and all 

those who rebelled 

against Patriarch 

Dioscorous die a 

terrible death. 

The person who 

survived to bring the 

news was  Anba 

Abrabius – After he 

delivered the 

message he dies and 

was buried in the 

Church of the Rock. 

 

A ship sinks and all 

those who rebelled 

against Patriarch 

Dioscorous die a 

terrible death. 

The person who 

survived to bring the 

news was  Anba 

Abrabius – After he 

delivered the message 

he dies and was buried 

in the Church of the 

Rock. 

 

     Timothy appoints a 

priest for the church. 

Jesus appears in all 

his glory and 

consecrates the 

Church of the Rock 

himself. The Virgin 

also appears. 

Timothy appoints a 

priest for the church. 

Jesus appears in all his 

glory and consecrates 

the Church of the 

Rock himself. The 

Virgin also appears 

    The messenger of 

the king doubts the 

hand imprint of 

Christ and the 

building of a 

church on the rock. 

He has a servant 
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named Amonios 

who tells him that 

in his village there 

is an image of 

Christ which cures 

those who prostrate 

before it. 

 

 

 

 

Closing 

Theophilus gives 

a concluding 

speech on the 

blessings of this 

place 

He prays for the 

congregation that 

God may satisfy 

all their needs. 

He blesses them. 

Closing 

Theophilus gives 

a concluding 

speech on the 

blessings of this 

place 

He prays for the 

congregation that 

God may satisfy 

all their needs. 

He blesses them. 

Closing 

Theophilus gives 

a concluding 

speech on the 

blessings of this 

place 

He prays for the 

congregation 

that God may 

satisfy all their 

needs. 

He blesses them. 

Closing 

Theophilus 

gives a 

concluding 

speech on the 

blessings of this 

place 

He prays for 

the 

congregation 

that God may 

satisfy all their 

needs. 

He blesses 

them. 

 

 

 

 Closing 

 

 

 

 

 

Timothy awakes and 

blesses God and 

swears that what he 

has recounted is true 

and that he believes 

that it is true. 

He then concludes 

the account of her 

stay on the rock. 

Closing 

The Virgin touched 

Timothy on the side to 

wake him up. 

 Timothy awakes and 

blesses God and 

swears that what he 

has recounted is true 

and that he believes 

that it is true. 

He then concludes the 

account of her stay on 

the rock in Mount El 

Tayr. 

A note naming 

the scribe as 

Cyril, the 

secretary and 

deacon of 

Theophilus. 

A note by the 

scribe indicating 

the date of its 

completion. 

A note by the 

scribe naming 

the monk who 

took care of this 

My‘mar and 

forgoing his own 

 Attributed to Pope 

Timothy of 

Alexandria. 
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Cyril further 

professes to be 

the one who 

wrote the 

My‘mar as he 

heard it from 

Pope Theophilus. 

name but asking 

for prayers and 

forgiveness. 
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5. Composition, Performance and Reception 

―A Word of Benefit‖ 

This chapter studies the significance of oral composition by examining three 

distinct stages: composition, performance and reception. More specifically, it examines 

the implications of the use of biblical formulaic phraseology in composition, the 

importance of performative location inside churches during the liturgy, and the value of 

the audience's verifying of the authenticity of the message. Finally, it examines the entire 

process of composition, performance and transmission for its role in stabilizing and 

systemizing the transmission of The Vision of Theophilus from one generation to the next, 

and thus enabling active resistance against the erosion of traditional cultural and religious 

identity.  

The Vision of Theophilus is considered an oral text; both its means of composition and 

transmission are widely assumed to be oral.
101

 This orality, strongly linked to the 

manuscript culture conditions in which it was produced, is confirmed by the very 

existence of a wide array of older manuscript variants that are coherent in content but that 

lack precise word-for-word similitude.  While Walter Ong has described such texts as 

clear products of what he terms "manuscript culture," Parry & Lord prefer the term 

"transitional text" to describe those based upon oral composition. The "transitional text" 

is defined as an explicit product of a cultural stage when oral performance is put to 

                                                 
101

 Refer to Meinardus The Holy p.7, Perry Jesus and ―In the Foot Steps,‖ and chapter 3 of this 

dissertation (Manuscripts). 
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writing for the sake of preservation without any major changes to the rhetoric of the 

orally composed narrative (Culley 42).  The early manuscripts of the variants of The 

Vision are therefore ―transitional texts‖ and contain clear elements of oral rhetoric. In 

addition, two of the earlier manuscripts openly identify the text as a reproduction of an 

oral narrative--the narrator informs us that ―I Cyril was with my Father, the Patriarch 

Theophilus, and heard from his holy mouth this story which I have written down‖ 

(Mingana 42).
102

 The early manuscripts of The Vision therefore exhibit all the features of 

an oral performance: They are in the form of an oral homily put into writing; they carry 

all the traditional components of a Coptic oral sermon, including a first person address to 

the public and to the mountain and a prayer for and formal dismissal of a present 

congregation; and they also show heavy reliance on formulaic composition with recurrent 

phrases, scenes, and motifs. 

The complex role played by written narrative in oral tradition, particularly insofar 

as textual performance is concerned, has led Foley to propose further subcategories 

within oral tradition; these subdivisions are based in large part upon methods of 

composition, performance and reception, whether oral, written or aural, or a combination 

of these. In the context of our present study, two of his categories, ―voices from the past‖ 

and ―voiced texts,‖ are worth analyzing in closer detail because they best describe the 

older variants and the modern renditions of The Vision of Theophilus respectively.  

―Voices from the past‖ describes oral traditions that began as oral performances but have 

reached us only in the form of written texts. Whereas access to modern oral Coptic 

performances of the Vision tradition is available to everyone who cares to attend services, 

                                                 
102

 The same quote is also found in the oldest Arabic manuscript: Guidi, 469. 
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access to performances of the old variants--i.e., Foley's "voices from the past"--is no 

longer possible. Foley argues that since direct physical experience of the oral dimension 

of this tradition lies beyond our reach, the evidence for classifying them as oral traditions 

must therefore be based upon accounts of their composition and performance, as well as 

typological analysis of ―structural symptoms of oral composition and performance‖ (47). 

This scenario clearly applies to the older variants of The Vision, since the older variants 

are not narrated today in the same way they were centuries ago: they are never read aloud 

in the public setting of a sermon in a church service from a surviving manuscript. The 

original Vision has been reduced to the ―tar’h‖—that is,  a short explanatory narration 

that is formalized, stabilized and read in the liturgy. The ―tar’h‖ is usually a brief 

summary of the original.
 103

  

On the other hand, modern renditions and oral performances of The Vision are 

best described by Foley‘s category of ―voiced texts.‖ In contrast to the old variants, the 

modern narrations, including the three modern renditions used in this study, originated as 

written texts but have modulated into an oral performance: a sermon before a live 

audience.
 104

 The performer may have notes or even a complete text, but this text does not 

gain life or meaning except when orally performed in front of an audience. Foley 

explains that its reception by the audience in any given context is what defines its 

performance (43-45). This scenario best applies to the modern oral performance of The 
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 A copy of the tar’h for the ritual of the celebration of 6th Hathor is in Appendix F. 

 
104

 One of the modern renditions was also turned into an audiotape. Al-Muharraq monastery 

produced a 1998 audiotape in which Bishop Gregorious narrates his research on the trip of the 

Holy Family and its stop at Al-Muharraq monastery; this research was formerly published in his 

1992 book Al-Muharraq Monastery. 
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Vision of Theophilus as a sermon in the traditional Coptic liturgy.  Priests may prepare 

notes to help them with the oral performance, but they almost never read the whole 

sermon. In a meaningful gesture, Foley chose the picture of a guslar oral poet reading 

from a piece of paper during an oral performance as the cover for his book How to Read 

an Oral Poem. Foley‘s play on words: how to read (recite, narrate, perform) an oral poem 

and also how to read (interpret, understand) an oral poem highlights his dual concerns of 

composition and reception. Like the guslar poet photographed by Foley, Coptic priests 

may use notes during the oral performance of the sermon, given the availability of many 

published books on the visit of the Holy Family, including the Vision. However, the 

sermon only becomes meaningful in performance. Priests will stop while giving their oral 

performance or will ask their audience rhetorical questions, will raise or lower their voice 

for rhetorical effect, and so on. Like the old variants, the main mode of transmission of 

the new renditions inside the Coptic culture is oral. It is still passed on from the pulpit to 

the people and then from the people to one another. At the same time, modern textual 

culture feeds these modern narrations and provides another avenue for their transmission 

and wider circulation. 

To understand the different ways of composing, performing and receiving The 

Vision, this chapter considers modern oral Coptic performances and sermons to 

understand The Vision’s historic and ongoing process of composition in performance and 

the role the audience plays in that performance. An examination of different scenarios 

based upon real life observations of interaction with monks and Coptic sermons is 

followed by textual analysis of the oldest manuscript Vaticano Arabo 698 to reveal some 

of the oral and traditional features of the text which facilitate and stabilize the 
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composition in performance, with all the attendant implications of this process for the 

articulation of a separate and distinct Coptic identity. 

Like other oral poets, Copts depend on ―traditional words‖ in the composition of 

their oral traditions like The Vision of Theophilus. Foley explains the specialized use of 

the term ―word‖ by oral poets, demonstrating specifically through a series of interviews 

that guslar oral poets' understanding of ―word‖ is not the same thing as a textual or 

lexical word. Oral poets understand the ―word‖ as an utterance, a short phrase of a few 

words or even an entire verse. These poetic ―words‖ are traditional metered poetic lines 

or parts of lines that the guslar plugs into his poetry during oral composition and 

performance (12-14). Somewhat, similarly, in the Coptic tradition, the term ―a word of 

benefit‖ is commonly used in different situations in a specialized sense to describe an 

edifying oral speech, composed in performance and derived from the Bible in accordance 

with Orthodox Church dogma.  For example, a Copt paying a visit to a desert monastery 

may ask any member of the monastic order for a ―word of benefit.‖ 
105

 This term works 

as a cue, prompting the monk or the nun to come up with either a general or an 

individually tailored edifying speech to the benefit of that visitor. The performer 

composes this speech around a topic using traditional formulaic expressions derived from 

the common biblical register. The term thus reveals the purpose of the speech, its sources 
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 S.S. Hasan, in her 2003 book, Christians Versus Muslims in Modern Egypt cites church 

organized tours to monasteries as one of the Coptic Church‘s policies to battle identity erosion by 

strengthening the historical separate identity of the Copts through bringing them closer to their 

Coptic heritage of martyrdom and asceticism. Monasteries, however, receive visitors throughout 

the year, but close their doors to visitors during fasts so that the monks can focus on their spiritual 

exercises. See Hassan 213. 
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and its function in the Coptic culture. Similarly, The Vision of Theophilus is narrated in 

the form of a Coptic homily, as the last of the seven readings of the liturgy.  

The Coptic sermon is also traditionally known as ―the liturgy of the word.‖ Its 

purpose is the spiritual edification of its aural receivers.  The priest composes the sermon 

around The Vision of Theophilus in performance using traditional biblical phraseology, 

orthodox dogma and the preceding six liturgical readings of the day. The sermon about 

The Vision of Theophilus is usually given on one of several days: on the day of the 

celebration of Christ‘s entry into Egypt on 24
th

 Bashans; on the celebration of the 

consecration Qus‘qam‘s historic church on 6
th

 Hathor; and/or on the celebration of the 

departure of Theophilus on 18
th

 Babah. Richard Bauman, in developing the theory of 

performativity in oral traditions, explained the importance of understanding the 

dimension of the performance as an event within the culture that produced it.  He says,  

Performance represents a transformation of the basic referential uses of 

language. In other words, in a performance of this kind, there is something 

going on in the communicative interchange which says to the auditor, 

―interpret what I say in some special sense; do not take it to mean what the 

words alone, taken literally, would convey.‖ This may lead to the further 

suggestion that performance sets up, or represents an interpretive frame 

within which the messages being communicated are to be understood, and 

that this frame contrasts with at least one other frame, the literal.(Bauman 

9) 

There are several cues in each performance that direct the audience in interpreting the 

communicated message. The location of the performance of The Vision of Theophilus in 
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the Coptic culture is always a Coptic sacred site, be that a church or a monastery. The 

performance is always done on these ―national and religious‖ grounds, cuing the 

audience that this narrative can only be interpreted or understood within the Coptic 

religious ideological frame and history. Further, the performer (or rather, celebrant), a 

monk or a priest, is a respected religious leader and always appears in his distinctive, 

assigned, historical and traditional garb.
106

 
107

 Coptic monks and priests are religious and 

political role models for their community members. Monks take vows of poverty and 

celibacy and abandon secular life in favor of an ascetic life in the desert. As models of 

self-control and religious and cultural steadfastness, they are models of resistance to 

Coptic identity erosion.  They consistently speak in low controlled voices, sending a 

message of love and grace to the members of their community regardless of hardships. 

Their garb, lives, voices and attitude dictate the nature of the message they send in their 

oral performances of The Vision, a message of peace and resistance. Similarly, Coptic 

priests
108

 manifest a similar demeanor and dedication. Dennis Tedlock, in his 1983 The 

Spoken Word and the Work of Interpretation, explains that one has to learn how to 

interpret the performance in the terms of the culture (Tedlock 15 and passim). He notes 

that voice quality, volume control, intonation, and silence are key elements of the 
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 Monks, priest, and bishops, once consecrated for the service, wear a distinctive black robe and 

head cover for life. They change into a specially designed white vestment during the celebration 

of the liturgy. 
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 Unlike priests, bishops have to come from the monastic order. They are also assigned priestly 

duties. Not all monks are priests. Only a few are ordained priests, and only after they have led an 

ascetic life for some years.  
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 Priests in the Coptic culture have to be married. They receive an annual salary, but they are 

consecrated to their service and cannot take any other job. 
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performative experience and need to be decoded. The sacred setting and the high cultural 

and moral standards of the performer cue the Coptic audience to what is required of them 

as active participants in this performance: They too must observe a strict dress code of 

modesty, including a veil for women during the performance; they too must practice self-

control through a minimum of a nine hour fast before the liturgy. Above all, they 

participate in the performance by believing, learning and transmitting the message to 

their progeny.
109

 The message of peace and resistance to identity erosion incarnated in the 

religious performance, and instantiated through the behavior and dress of the celebrant, is 

thus passed on through direct imitation by the audience. 

 Although the Coptic liturgy is a participatory event, it is overwhelmingly a 

ritualized performance in which priest, deacons and congregants have certain roles and 

lines to play and read. The congregants' participation in the liturgy is defined through 

historically long-standing ritualized communal ―responses‖ to the priest or the deacons‘ 

prompts; these responses are composed of set formulaic responses delivered at particular 

times, and in a traditional chant. But during the sermon or ―the word of benefit‖ there can 

be no formal collective response, and the audience is expected to listen in attentive 

silence. Their interaction with the performer as audience is limited to eye contact, nods of 

approval, or brief individual utterances of strong emotion. The length of the sermon is set 

at a maximum of thirty minutes.  The congregants listen to this performance while seated, 

unlike most of the liturgy where they must stand. Sitting during the sermon provides a 

clear ideological frame in which to view its message: the sermon is merely the message 
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 Jan Vansina, in Oral Tradition as History, notes that oral ―performances are held for 

audiences, not for single auditors‖ and explains the role of the audience as a group in transmitting 

the message of the performance; this in turn becomes a communal message (149). 
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of man, as opposed to the gospel itself which is the word of God. The Copt is thus told 

through explicit nonverbal cues that this message may contain errors, unlike the readings 

of the four gospels. However, it is still performed in a religious context by a highly 

regarded religious figure. As soon as the sermon is over, Copts stand again to attend to 

the rest of the liturgy.  

Only through individual experiential knowledge can one understand when to sit 

and when to stand and what does each stance signify to be able to participate in and 

understand this tradition. The message received within this frame and interpreted 

according to these cues is a most serious one, delivered by a dedicated exemplary 

individual to a somber believing audience. In this context, a message about a vision that a 

bishop has experienced is meant to be understood literally as a communication from God 

to this community. However, it is placed in importance underneath the gospels. It 

receives a middle status in the Coptic order of reverence. Keeping in mind that truth is 

relative to each culture, within this context the ―truth‖ of the message of The Vision of 

Theophilus within this culture is revered, although its interpretation may and does differ. 

The stability of the formulaic phraseology, the main message, and the reverence awarded 

to the performer and the space of performance enable The Vision of Theophilus to act as a 

trusted and accessible communal repository of a separate cultural identity, tapped by the 

Copts whenever the need to articulate their identity as ―different‖ arises.  

 This sacred narrative provides an even stronger bulwark against cultural 

assimilation when we consider its overt link to the Egyptian land itself: The Vision 

strongly foregrounds the location of its first presumed performance, the geographically 

specific area where the vision as an event is identified as having taken place. For those 
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interlocutors who are able to attend religious ceremonies at the historic church of St. 

Mary in Al-Muharraq Monastery, the dynamics of the performance involve many cues 

other than the verbal. In this small house-turned-church, in a desert area in the middle of 

Egypt, the Vision gains distinct weight beyond that which it normally possesses. For 

example, the Copts believe that the prophetic Old Testament verse, ―There will be an 

altar for the Lord in the middle of Egypt‖ (Isaiah 1:19) has been fulfilled in that house-

turned-church where the Holy Family is said to have resided for six months, and where 

four hundred years later Theophilus claimed his vision. The relationship between the 

location of the house turned church, its history and the biblical prophecies about an altar 

to the Lord in the Middle of Egypt assign a different value to the location of the 

performance. Even for a modern Copt, attending this performance on the celebratory days 

in the historic church in Qus‘qam is very different from attending it in a Coptic church in 

Miami or in a different location in Egypt.  It is also very different from reading The 

Vision in a book.  

An oral performance is linked to its arena of performance while the written text is 

removed from the location of its origination. Ong, in ―The Writer‘s Audience is Always a 

Fiction,‖ explains that orality exists in a context that becomes a part of the meaning and 

the experience. The written description of the historic church on paper is inferior to the 

experience of the oral performance of The Vision in the historic church. Ong clarifies: 

Except for a small corps of highly trained writers, most persons could get 

into written form few if any of the complicated and nuanced meanings 

they regularly convey orally. One reason is evident: the spoken word is 

part of present actuality and has its meaning established by the total 
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situation in which it comes into being. Context for the spoken word is 

simply present, centered in the person speaking and the one or ones to 

whom he addresses himself and to whom he is related existentially in 

terms of the circumambient actuality. (10) 

The oral performative experience taps a deeper emotional experience by virtue of its 

association with the physical location of the events. It is little surprise that a certain 

awareness of the events exists in Qus‘qam that doesn‘t in Miami. The written text of the 

Vision distances its reader even further from the events and the experiential atmosphere 

of the tradition.  Attending the performance where the Holy Family is said to have 

resided and where the Virgin is said to have appeared amplifies the sense of awe in the 

Coptic audience; more importantly for the purposes of our argument, it creates a strong 

cultural and historical attachment to that particular spot.  

There are clear economic and political implications of this tradition in the context 

of the Copts‘ current situation in Egypt. For example, the Copts consider the historic 

church in Qus'qam as a pilgrimage site as important as Jerusalem by virtue of the Holy 

Family‘s six-month stay there. This historical attachment to the land has even been used 

in very recent years by the Muslim government to launch a marketing campaign to sell 

Egypt as a touristic Holy Land using this Coptic tradition.
110

 In the process, it had to 

overtly acknowledge certain parts of traditionally suppressed Coptic history, and the deep 

Coptic identification with the Egyptian landscape. Arguably, this cultural concession has 
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 These are the official route and map of the trip of the Holy Family according to the Coptic 

Church. These documents are referred to in Chapter 2 (Manuscripts). See AETBI. 
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boosted the Copts' sense of historical identity in their own land, and is an important 

validation of Coptic identity. 

Carrying Coptic religious identity imprints, the story of the Vision is told using 

traditional Coptic phraseology. The surviving manuscripts of the older variants of The 

Vision show the use of both traditional formulaic phrases and repetitive story units in its 

construction. As early as 1923 and 1928, Millman Parry demonstrated the existence and 

the extensive use of traditional formulaic phraseology in Homeric epic. Parry defined the 

formula as ―an expression regularly used under the same metrical conditions, to express 

an essential idea‖ (13).  Based upon this discovery, Parry explained the Homeric epics as 

―traditional creations, the collective bequest of generations of poets who handed them 

down over centuries‖ (Foley, How to Read 110). Parry showed how traditional, familiar 

epithets like ―swift-footed Achilles‖ or ―wine-dark sea‖ were used and reused in different 

combinations to form hexameter verses expressing different narratological situations. 

These "essential ideas" thus make material accessible to a collective audience. These 

word groups enable the narrator to express a wider range of meaning through familiar 

phraseology.  

Formalist scholar Vladimir Propp, a contemporary of Millman Parry even though 

his work was not widely published in the West until the mid-twentieth century, replicated 

Parry's findings on the level of narrative function. Working on Russian folklore, Propp 

was also able to identify repetitive story plot units which he called functions. Propp's 

research clearly demonstrated that narrative function in folktales can be described using a 

minimum set of known plot units; these units, or narremes, are used selectively and 

shuffled together to make new tales, although every tale will tend to follow the same 
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overall narrative arc. While Parry‘s work on formulae and its role in composition of oral 

literature has helped me identify similar specific formulaic epithets and biblical phrases 

used in the composition of the Vision, Propp‘s work on repetitive story units has helped 

me identify repetitive narremes in its story line. 

 Regarding the oral tradition of the Vision, formulaic phraseology is derived from 

the Bible. As discussed in Chapter 1, their national identity and culture is based on their 

link to orthodox Christian religion; biblical phraseology would therefore be especially 

comprehensible to Copts. This is all the more so for several historical reasons. First, 

unlike the Catholic Church, the Coptic Church never placed a ban on copying the Bible 

for personal use, and as a result one can find many loose papyri containing biblical 

passages in Egypt; this has contributed to new datations of the Gospels.
111

 Personal 

ownership of such papyri was not unusual; because copying manuscripts was expensive 

and laborious, Copts in the middle of the second century would ask scribes to copy a 

small section that they wanted to keep.
112

 Second, the Coptic liturgy and prayer of the 

canonical hours are derived from the Bible, and use almost word-for-word repetitions of 

central biblical passages. Observant Copts pray the canonical hours every day and attend 

the liturgy at least once a week; they would therefore have considerable exposure to 

traditional biblical narremes and phrases. Third, the narrator of The Vision, like all Coptic 
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 The excavations of rubbish mounds near Oxyrhynchus in Egypt yielded numerous manuscripts 

known as the Oxyrhynchus Papyri, the most important of which derive both from the New and 

Old Testament. The papyri collection has been made available online at   

http://www.archive.org/details/oxyrhynchuspapyr01grenuoft. For more on these documents, see 

Nestle Novum Testamantum Graeca. 
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 Excavation of the Oxyrhynchus Papyri revealed many small, loose fragments. Copied from the 

Bible and used by the Copts in their everyday life, these fragments were buried with their beloved 

ones. See Oxford U Classics Dept. Oxyrhynchus Project. 



190 

popes and bishops, is a monk. It would therefore be expected that he would have used 

traditional biblical and liturgical phraseology along with biblical story units to narrate his 

experience. And indeed, we find that these are the primary building blocks deployed in 

the narration of The Vision.  

 Textual analysis of the oldest manuscript (MS V 698) of The Vision reveals that 

like Homer, Theophilus uses word combinations as epithets for his main characters, 

including himself.  All these epithets are derived from biblical and liturgical phraseology. 

Textual analysis also showed that these epithets are stable in all variants, including the 

modern publications examined, and are deployed in many different combinations to 

express varied meaning.  The narrator combines repetitive epithets along with biblical 

phraseology used for similar scenes. For example, Theophilus, the narrator and 

experiencer of The Vision, refers to himself as ―I, the sinful and abject‖ (Guidi 444) and 

―I, Theophilus, the abject‖ (447). The same epithet is used in Al-Muharraq‘s manuscript 

MS 12/42(3), and St. John the Short‘s manuscript (182). Mingana translates this epithet 

as ―me the wretched and the sinner, Theophilus‖ (12). The style of narration combines an 

emphasis on first-person narration to translate personal eyewitnessing and to confirm the 

experience along with an emphasis on the unworthiness of the narrator to have been 

credited with such a vision.  In this, the use of the emphatic ―I‖ before the name of the 

experiencer is a traditional biblical style that is explicitly linked to the vision as genre 

and/or experiential event. We find it, for example, in Daniel‘s account of his vision: ―I, 

Daniel looked on in my vision‖ (Daniel 7:2).  The experiencer links his name with what 

he saw to ensure that there is no confusion about his statement concerning this 

supernatural experience. In terms of wider Coptic religious culture, the unworthiness of 
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the priest is a recurrent theme in the Coptic liturgy. The priest often says ―from the mouth 

of my abject self‖ while absolving the servants (The Divine Liturgies 98). The absolution 

of the servants is repeated in every liturgy. The abjection of oneself in front of God is a 

biblical tradition established through the parable of the Pharisee and the Publican (Luke 

18:10-14). 

Other frequently-repeating formulae in the Vision revolve around the role played 

by Mary, who in early Christian tradition also receives a number of traditional epithets 

like virgin, saint, mother of God (Theotokos), lady queen, dove, pure and bride (Guidi  

443, 449, 451). In the Vision, those epithets are repeated in different combinations each 

time Mary‘s name is mentioned. On a cultural note, it is still common Coptic verbal 

practice to mention one of those epithets, particularly ―lady‖ and ―virgin,‖ before 

pronouncing the name of Mary. In official church dogma, Mary is exalted above the 

angels, although she is not considered divine, and is not to be worshipped. These epithets 

are repetitions of traditional Coptic liturgical phraseology. For example, the Coptic 

liturgy of St. Cyril uses some of these epithets in the unit titled ―The Commemoration of 

The Saints,‖ as in ―Most of all, the pure, full of glory, ever virgin, holy Theotokos, Saint 

Mary‖ (Serapion and Youssef 310).
113

  

Some of the, repetitive epithets used in The Vision, like ―Theotokos,‖ overtly 

reflect religious topics or debates of a specific historical era. Key epithets for the Virgin 

Mary were so embedded in Coptic phraseology and culture in the fourth and fifth 
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 The Coptic Liturgy of St. Cyril, was written by the apostle Mark himself in the first century, 

and was only translated to Coptic some four hundred years later by the same Cyril who recorded 

The Vision. See Serapion and Youssef 283. 
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centuries that fierce debate erupted at the Council of Ephesus in 431 over the proper 

nomenclature for Mary,
114

  Cyril the 24th Patriarch of Alexandria, and narrator of the 

written narrative of The Vision (he who testifies that he has written The Vision as he 

heard it from the mouth of Theophilus), considered the change from ―Theotokos‖ to the 

Nestorian ―Theochristos‖ heretical and wrote in one of his epistles, "I am amazed that 

there are some who are entirely in doubt as to whether the Holy Virgin should be called 

Theotokos or not. For if our Lord Jesus Christ is God, how is the Holy Virgin who gave 

him birth, not Theotokos?" (13b). These traditional epithets embed The Vision as a 

literary work in its time and culture. 

 Assigning epithets of holiness to places like Mount Qus‘qam and the Egyptian 

desert where the Holy Family found refuge is also common in biblical phraseology. The 

text of The Vision itself makes references to these biblical phrases and explicitly explains 

the parallels that the narrator sees between these Egyptian locations and the biblical 

verses (Guidi 442-4). The narrator sees The Vision as an explanation of the biblical text 

and follows this explanatory plan through by reconciling it to biblical passages, 

prophecies, stories and language. The narrator of the Vision may also have been acutely 

conscious of the role of biblical and liturgical passages known by heart because of their 

repetition in the liturgy. 
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Scholars claim that ―Theotokos,‖ a Greek term meaning ―God-bearer,‖ as a title for the Virgin 
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Theochristos ("Mother of Christ)"). However, Cyril I of Alexandria, the purported scribe of the 

Vision, defended the term Theotokos and blamed Nestor of denying Christ‘s full divinity. For 

more on this, see Roncaglia 525-6. 
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  In the Vision, traditional biblical scenes provide scaffolding for entire narrative 

sequences. For example, key elements of biblical descriptions of vision-witnessing come 

into play right from the start. God and lesser heavenly beings appear surrounded by light; 

these entities are described without specifics. The narrator who has experienced the 

vision and is recounting it relates his or her fear, and often depicts him- or herself falling 

face down in terror in front of the entity. This literal fall is then followed by overt 

encouragement from the entity itself, and the narrator is often helped to his or her feet by 

an angel or other holy entity.  Even the transfiguration of Christ himself was described in 

similar terms in the Bible: ―He was transfigured before them. His face shone like the sun, 

and His clothes became as white as the light…the disciples…fell facedown to the ground, 

terrified. But Jesus came and touched them, ―Get up‖ he said. ―Don‘t be afraid.‖ 

(Matthew 17:2-8).  Ezekiel describes the same scenario in his many visions: ―the earth 

shone with his glory with brightness all around…so I fell on my face…the spirit lifted me 

up‖(43:2-5). Similarly, in all variants of The Vision of Theophilus, the experiencer 

describes his vision along the same lines: ―a light shone on which was so dazzling…a 

throne of light appeared to me…her face was illuminated… and she was covered with 

majestic brightness…When I looked…I fell on my face to the ground…and Michael 

raised me and removed fear and dread from me‖ (Mingana 18). The whole scene is thus 

related in exactly the same way as are similar scenes in the Bible. The narrator uses a 

familiar biblical repertoire to describe an experience whose narrative nature and structure 

is already well known to his audience. Through their biblical knowledge of visions, they 

expect certain narrative elements (what we might call Proppian functions): the 

appearance of light which provokes fear, the narrator's falling facedown and receiving 
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comfort, and finally the deliverance of the message itself. The Coptic common register 

for visions, directly derived from the Bible, also defines the choice of word units (Foley's 

"words") for both interlocutor and aural receptors. Both use the same linguistic register. 

This common register is also used to establish the cultural authenticity of the message. 

Indeed, during each performance, the message of The Vision of Theophilus is constantly 

evaluated by all members of this community, whether performer or audience, and 

explicitly compared to a longstanding communal biblical and liturgical register. Should 

the formulaic traditional structures veer away from this agreed-upon communal 

traditional register, the community members may well detect its "foreignness" to their 

communal register and might as a result doubt the truth of the message. Given the high 

truth value ascribed to religious texts by members of a religious community, it is 

therefore not surprising that the boundaries of religious linguistic and ideological register 

are historically rigid, and actively resist change. 

 The rigidity of expression in sacred narratives is also of great value to the Copts 

because it roots their religious narratives in other aspects of their historical culture and 

beliefs. For example, textual analysis shows such rigidity of expression in Theophilus‘ 

greeting to the Virgin Mary. Theophilus doesn‘t greet her in his own words but borrows 

from a similar biblical scene where Elizabeth receives Mary as a guest and greets her: 

―When Elizabeth heard the greeting of Mary—and Elizabeth was filled with the Holy 

Spirit. In a loud voice she exclaimed: "Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the 

child you will bear! But why am I so favored, that the mother of my Lord should come to 

me?‖ (Luke 1:41-43). The narrator, Theophilus, even declares his intertextual borrowing 

from Elizabeth in the narrative thread of The Vision itself: ―I answered in great fear and 
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humility. I took Elizabeth’s voice saying ‘Who am I to be so favored, that the mother of 

my Lord come to me?‘‖ (Guidi 450; my emphasis).  In other ways too, appropriation of 

biblical scenes and phraseology as formulaic compositions of expression finds extensive 

use throughout. 

 Given the theological importance of Jesus' direct words and actions, it is little 

wonder that in the Vision, Christ‘s miracles in Egypt, performed as a young child, are 

also rendered through recourse to highly formulaic biblical phraseology and scenes--

albeit scenes in which he performs miracles as an adult. Christ‘s miracles in the city of 

Ashmonaim include laying hands on the sick to heal them, and driving away demons 

from a possessed man; the narrator of The Vision appropriates the same phraseology and 

scenes to describe both miracles. In Mark, it is mentioned that Christ laid his hands on the 

sick to heal them (6:5). The Vision appropriates the same general description of the 

scene: ―there were great multitudes of persons who were sick….My beloved Son laid His 

hand on each one of them and healed them‖ (Mingana 23).  The gospel according to 

Mark also recounts an incident where Christ drives a demon from a person: ―Just then a 

man in their synagogue who was possessed by an evil spirit cried out, "What do you want 

with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are—the Holy 

One of God!...The evil spirit shook the man violently…." (1:23,24). The Vision narrates a 

similar event using the same phraseology, ―He had a son who was possessed with 

devils…the demon took the boy and dashed him to the ground and shouted… ‗What have 

I to do with you, O Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to torment us before the 

time?‘‖(Mingana 23). 
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This use of formulaic phraseology and function directly borrowed from the 

biblical and liturgical register of this culture, as in the case of the narrative units (or 

functions) considered above, explains the ease with which religious performers have 

memorized variants of this oral tradition, and with which they have passed it on from one 

person to another and from one generation to the next. The stability of this register is 

particularly resistant to change because it is derived from a religious register and text 

where particular care in oral and written transmission was exercised to avoid its 

corruption.  By invoking a mental visual map of the cities on the Nile along a main north-

south and east-west route that followed the natural crossing points that all Egyptians were 

familiar with, narrating The Vision from memory was a performative task easily 

accomplished.  

In this chapter we have seen how the process of oral composition relies on 

traditional formulaic phraseology and is strongly informed by the participatory role of the 

audience. In the case of the Vision, these elements work to generate a culturally relevant 

story that can be systematically transmitted and audited for cultural accuracy. Further, the 

communal production of a sacred historical narrative enables the articulation of a stable 

communal Coptic historic identity in which Coptic identity is explicitly tied to 

geographic regions within Egypt itself. The oral composition, performance and reception 

of the Vision thus has the potential to empower the Copts--both politically and culturally-

-by providing an ideological (and physical) framework from which they can tell their 

own counter-narrative. This counter-narrative would allow them to assert their separate 

distinct Egyptian religious historic identity regardless of any narrative proposed by the 

official Egyptian state which has historically sought to weaken this Coptic identity. The 
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next chapter therefore discusses formulaic phraseology as a specific tool of resistance to 

Muslim cultural domination. 
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7. Traditional Referentiality as a Secret Code 
 

In his 1989 South African field study, Foley noted that documenting anti-

governmental oral poetry by the Xhosa praise poets would open them to severe political 

reprisal: ―the event that took place in the performance arena could become treasonous 

once it was 'document'-ed‖ (How to Read 42).  This observation leads directly to the 

following corollary: Not only can orality preserve and save a threatened culture‘s history 

from corruption by the colonizers and those who are in power, but it can also accrue 

political benefits through lack of incriminating written evidence. Orality‘s ability to 

preserve secrecy, as well as collective history and identity, explains why the Copts as 

descendants of the ancient Egyptians, a highly literate society, and one of the earliest in 

human history to be credited with inventing writing, historically reverted to oral 

transmission to preserve their history and identity.  

Patrick J. Geary, noted medieval historian, has also studied in detail the 

relationship between narrating the past and authority, and his careful work in a 

specifically medieval context has informed this study. Geary begins his study by 

affirming that those who are able to tell the past acquire authority over the narration 

because they can tell the story from their perspective, a chance usually denied to those 

colonized. He further explains:  

The right to speak the past also implied control over that which gave 

access to the past--the relics by which the past continued to live into the 
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present. How these tangible or written relics of the past were preserved, 

who preserved them, and who could therefore make them disappear were 

thus fundamental aspects of power and authority.(7) 

 By narrating their past orally, via established forms of transmission, the Copts retained 

the authority to speak about their own past, and preserved access to their history. Further, 

in preserving their history, they ensured that it would continue to live into the present, 

and function as an element of everyday life. This chapter therefore studies the text of The 

Vision to show how such traditional formulaic phraseology as those discussed in the last 

chapter are also available as an economic and secretive code language among the Copts 

through which they retain access to their history, through which they are able to narrate 

this history as they would like, and through which they maintain a greater degree of 

political safety from reprisal.  

In the previous chapter, we discussed John Miles Foley's role in drawing attention 

to the insertion of cultural code in formulaic phraseology. Foley's theories draw explicitly 

on Parry-Lord oral-formulaic theory, which established a systematic methodology to 

explain the structure of oral traditions during performance through the deployment of 

traditional formulaic phraseology made of repeated units of language used in different 

combinations according to the needs of the narration. The thrust of Parry-Lord oral theory 

was primarily to explain how oral traditions were composed and why phrases and scenes 

could differ from one performance to the next within the limits of the inventory of 

phrases and scenes available to the narrator (Foley, How to Read 109). Foley deliberately 

sought to develop Parry-Lord theory in a new direction when he questioned whether the 
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efficacy and significance of deploying repetition of particular phrases involved "mere" 

literary style, or instead hinted at something larger.  

For Foley, repetition of particular phrases necessarily hints at something larger. In 

―Word-Power, Performance and Tradition,‖ he argued that formulaic phrases contain a 

form of shorthand where each word is able to connote more meaning to the audience 

through its power of recalling ideologies, incidences and values that pertain to the beliefs 

and the history of this culture. He referred to this system of shorthand as metonymy (287). 

Later, he elaborated on this to develop a coherent theory termed Immanent Art through 

which one could explain how traditional referents embedded in formulaic phraseology 

create access to a rich repository of meaning and ideas. Thus, for Foley, formulaic 

language as deployed by oral narrators and poets is "a finely honed instrument for 

articulate and economical communication. Structures and patterns exist, not merely as 

mechanically useful items, but as vehicles for meaning and artistry‖ (Foley, How to Read  

113).  

 Indeed, the very concise, highly repetitive language of formulas is what releases 

the ―idiomatic force‖ of language. To make this point, Foley quotes the repetitive use of 

the epithet ―much-suffering divine Odysseus‖ and asks:  

Is this often used word merely a filler, a convenient and dependable way 

to identify Penelope‘s husband in a metrically acceptable byte of verse, or 

is something else going on? Immanent Art contends that this and other 

noun epithet formulas are keys or switches –not unlike links on a Web 

page-that summon larger context via a specialized code. They bring the 

named persons or objects or places to center stage by idiomatically 



201 

accessing their traditional identity, in much the same way as parents and 

other storytellers evoke a well-known personality with the label ―Little 

Red Riding Hood‖ or the nightly news tells the latest tale of economy by 

citing the ―tech-heavy NASDAQ.‖ Such names harmonize not with the 

unique situations or events, since they weren‘t made for any unique 

situation or event, but within a traditional network. Like any idiom, they 

have a larger-than-literal responsibility. (How to Read 113-4) 

Foley's point about such phrases acting as switches, keys, or even hyperlinks is well 

taken: as we saw in the previous chapter, the function of many formulaic epithets for the 

Virgin Mary appears to be the evocation of an explicitly biblical narrative context, and a 

concomitant explicitly biblical narrative authority. 

The function of key phrases as switch or hyperlink leading to a deeper web of 

culturally relevant semiotic reference also explains why, as we have noted in previous 

chapters, Foley's theory demands that the language employed in composing oral 

traditions be treated as a specialized language, and that it therefore be read by cultural 

experts. Foley's theory thus builds on ethnopoetics, a field which highlights the 

importance of ethnic reading 
115

of oral poetry and which advocates for the study of oral 

traditions by those, privy to this culture, either because they belong to it or by serious 

field scholars who have devoted their lives to the study of the language and the culture to 
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judged it by Western rather than Native American poetic standards. Hymes finds fault with 

Westerners‘ unexamined assumptions that mask the true nature of poetry from a cultural 

perspective. Refer to Hymes ―Discovering Oral Performance and Measured Verse in American 

Indian Literature‖ and ―In Vain I Tried to Tell You.‖ 
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which the oral tradition belongs. Foley's preferred term for this expert knowledge is 

―fluency.‖ For Dell Hymes, sociolinguist, anthropologist and folklorist, the preferred 

term for this specialized language is ―register,‖ a term borrowed from the field of 

anthropological linguistics and introduced into the study of oral narrative (440).
116

 Both 

concepts, fluency and register, play the same role in relation to larger structures of 

metonymy. 

For oral formulae to work through metonymic means, the part (the individual 

formula) must stand for the whole, and the interlocutor of a text (whether written or oral) 

accesses the ―cultural‖ whole through recognizing the part. For example, in The Vision of 

Theophilus, a Marian epithet like ―the virgin‖ works as a biblical reference  that evokes  

the whole story of the virgin birth of Christ from Mary and the fulfillment of the 

prophecy of the Old Testament concerning the Messiah. It gives the knowledgeable 

audience access to whole key biblical sections in metonymic fashion. In a similar way, 

formulaic phrases in The Vision are also used by the Copts as a code to access and share 

their suppressed history and culture. Copts understand the significance of this code by 

accessing the history behind it. As a Copt who immigrated to the United States in my late 

thirties, I can attest to the efficiency of this narrative code. When I began the early stages 

of my research on the Ethiopic variant of the Vision, my knowledge of Ethiopian history 

was practically nonexistent. Comparing the Ethiopic to the Coptic variant, I noted the 

omission of the introductory frame of the narration which contains extensive praise of 

Mount Qus‘qam as a holy and sacred place and also a series of Old and New Testament 
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 Hymes defines registers as ―major speech styles associated with recurrent types of situations‖ 

(440). 
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prophecies concerning this mountain, said to be fulfilled by the Holy Family‘s visit 

there(Guidi 441-3). This section is essential for an understanding of cultural references to 

the "altar in the middle of Egypt" and its interpretive significance. From an observant 

Coptic perspective, then, the value of the location of the mountain is as a blessed site that 

fulfills a unique biblical prophecy about Egypt; without explicit authentication, the site 

would lose its religious, historical and cultural significance since it would lose its link to 

Coptic history and further, its place in God‘s plan. Without these prophecies, the entire 

narrative would seem not to hold the same authoritative weight and cultural power. How 

and why, therefore, would the Ethiopians drop this vital section?  

Following Foley's theories of the metonymic function of narrative elements and 

phrases, such omission of traditional framing details might reasonably point to their lack 

of significance in Ethiopian culture. The research of Werner H. Kelber supports this 

view: In a 2002 article titled, ―The Case of the Gospels: Memory‘s Desire and the Limits 

of Historical Criticism,‖ he brings current historiographic theories of memory and 

recollection to bear on the writing of religious and historical records. Kelber cites Jan and 

Aleida Assman‘s field experiments (1992, 1999) which show that memory doesn‘t work 

as a storage archive, but rather as a dynamic operation in which the past is related 

selectively to address the needs of the present. Kelber concludes that memory 

appropriates the past ―in the interest of communal identities‖ which are themselves 

always in flux (57). Little wonder, then, that a version of the Vision as retained--and 

recopied over centuries--in a different region might include new structures, and the 

elimination of others.  
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  Might we further posit that the Coptic retention of this introductory framing 

section stems from anxiety, both legal and cultural, over proprietorship of the land? 

Recourse to a postcolonial perspective can help us address this issue. In his 1967 The 

Wretched of the Earth, Frantz Fanon brings to light the insights that he derived from his 

clinical study of the effects of domination on the psyche of the colonized. He describes 

similar concerns over the expression of national culture due to Western colonization in 

Algeria: 

It has been remarked several times that this passionate research for a 

national culture which existed before the colonial era finds its legitimate 

reason in the anxiety shared by native intellectuals to shrink away from 

that Western culture in which they all risk being swamped. Because they 

realize they are in danger of losing their lives and thus becoming lost to 

their people, these men … with anger in their hearts relentlessly determine 

to renew contact once more with the oldest and most pre-colonial springs 

of life of their people. (37) 

Similarly, the anxiety over the proprietorship of Qus‘qam as a Coptic holy site might well 

stem from historically persistent conditions of colonization and persecution against Copts 

by the Egyptian state.
117

 This long introduction to the Egypt-specific versions cites every 

possible prophetic verse that can be interpreted as indicative of its holiness.  

To emphasize: Such exhaustive prophetic cataloguing does not exist in the 

diffused Ethiopic variant, despite the fact that members of the Ethiopian Orthodox 
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 For a discussion of discriminatory laws governing landownership see footnote 23 of this 

dissertation, Hasan 209-10, Bistawros 11-2 and 123-6, and Karas The Copts. 
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Tewahedo Church revere Mount Qus‘qam, and its monastery and historic church, as 

much as the Copts. History recounts that Queen Mentwab, Empress of Ethiopia (1730-

1755), visited Qus‘qam and took some of its holy dust to sanctify a church in her own 

country that she had built and named Mount Qus‘qam (Gregorious, Al-Muharraq 182; 

Budge, History of Ethiopia 161, 459). Ethiopian monks revere this area in other ways as 

well: they still choose this monastery for their asceticism, and the Ethiopian people still 

come on pilgrimage to Qus‘qam, which they revere as the second Jerusalem (Al-

Muharraq Monastery 181). Yet the need to claim historical and religious rights to the 

mountain is not present. The metonymical power of the epithets of Mount Qus‘qam fills a 

function in the Coptic context that it does not in the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo 

context.  

To this point, the metonymy of the epithets in the Vision often focuses on 

recalling biblical eras of religious persecution. For example, there are extensive 

references to Mount Qus‘qam  as a holy refuge ―prepared by God‖  (Guidi 441) from the 

attacks of Satan. This has the potential for recalling to a Coptic audience a long history of 

oppression, and the historical response of finding refuge in the desert.  The mountain‘s 

epithet as a ―prepared house‖ (441) is further underscored by the repetition of verses 

taken from Revelation about the woman ―who fled into the desert to a place prepared for 

her by God, where she might be taken care of for 1,260 days‖ (12:6) and about how she 

was ― given the two wings of a great eagle, so that she might fly to the place prepared for 

her in the desert, where she would be taken care of for a time, times and half a time, out 

of the serpent's reach‖ (12:14). Additionally, The Vision's lengthy interpretation that this 

woman is the Virgin Mary and that the place prepared for her by God in the desert to save 
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her from Satan is the house in Qus‘qam (Guidi 444) mirrors the biblical intertext of the 

epithets themselves: the desert is thus coded semiotically not as a place of barrenness or 

desertion, but instead as a place of blessing, a place of refuge prepared by God to house 

the persecuted. Time and time again, the narrator adds the epithets ―blessed and life-

giving‖(443) when referencing the desert to emphasize the same meaning. Throughout 

millennia of political conflict, this could well have been an empowering technique 

through which Copts could repeat, affirm and preserve their history from erasure.--

through which they could effectively challenge colonization by assuring themselves of 

God‘s protection and of the existence of a refuge. Other aspects of the Vision reinforce 

this metonymic code. In particular, the Vision uses binarily opposed semantic sets to 

present the Copts and their unnamed colonizers be they pagan powers, kings and armies 

or heretics in relation to each other (Guidi 442, 3, 5). Coptic history is explicitly aligned 

with the actions of saints and martyrs, and this has the further effect of glorifying their 

way of life, highlighting its perceived righteousness, and deeply inscribing their history—

past and present—in a context of explicitly religious martyrdom.  

The theories of Louis Althusser have had tremendous influence in theoretical 

discussions on the means by which group ideology is (re)inscribed. In his famous essay 

―Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses,‖ he explained the process of reproducing 

the ideology of the group through a system of social affirmation, or what he referred to as 

the process of interpellation (118). For Althusser‘s, one cannot begin an analysis of the 

individual as an a priori entity; the individual is instead always a socially-created entity 

whose individual tastes, thoughts and practices are the product of much larger ideological 

forces, or structures. His study thus focuses on describing through what means a 
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centralized State maintains power to reproduce its hegemonic ideology; this includes 

tight  control of  ideological apparatuses, including schools and churches. Yet his 

explanation can also apply to a smaller homogenous group with centralized authority and 

apparatuses that permeate the daily life of the group and affirm a certain set of values.  

The Copts recognize their Church headed by their national Pope as their authority. The 

church controls Sunday School and religious activities, and sets certain goals and values 

for family life.
118

 Therefore, a process of coded ideological interpellation often in 

opposition to that of the political state takes place within the Coptic minority. Each 

metonymy in each oral performance asserts Coptic identity and way of life in opposition 

to that of the colonizer. The Holy Family‘s story of fleeing from persecution and 

receiving divine support mirrors certain aspects of the historical experience of the Copts, 

and their ideological reliance on narratives of divine intervention to endure.  

Specific historical elements of persecution are inscribed in the narration and its 

various retellings in other ways. For instance, the site of the Vision has three names: The 

Monastery of the Virgin, the Monastery of Qus‘qam and ―Al-Muharraq Monastery‖ 

which is Arabic for ―burnt monastery.‖ This last is not mentioned in any of the early 

manuscripts or traditions (the monastery was not known by that name then), but it 

appears in all new retellings and modern narrations. Although there may be various 

reasons why the monastery became known as the ―burnt one,‖   a well-known Coptic 

tradition has it that Arab Muslim thieves attacked the monastery, tore it down, and burnt 
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 The Coptic Church promotes tight-knit family relations through several means: prohibition of 

divorce with few exceptions, promotion of celibacy, intense family relations, education, and 

passionate attachment to the church. See Hasan 20, 61-2. 
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it to the ground, with only the historic house-turned-altar left standing (Amelineau 

398)
119

. The monastery's own official publication about its history (Mount Qus’qam 

Monastery) also includes copies of two handwritten documents authored by two Muslim 

rulers of Egypt; the documents admonish those who would attack the monastery, in 

specific police officers, and Bedouins. The document further states that the land 

surrounding the monastery and the Christians in the area need to be left in peace to 

practice their faith according to their traditions (Al-Muharraq Monastery 128-9). These 

historic documents provide concrete evidence to support Coptic oral narratives of 

persecution. Arguably, the name ―Burnt Monastery‖ works as a metonymy inside later 

versions of the Vision to recall the history of persecution suffered at historic moments, 

and to locate the scene of the Vision as one of the geographic epicenters of this violence.  

Condemnation of persecution, and the miraculous preservation of the Coptic altar and the 

Coptic faith, are inscribed in the very name of the monastery, a repository of this 

community‘s history, sacrifice, and self-identity.  

If the name of the monastery ―Al-Muharraq‖ preserves the memory of intolerance 

and trauma, the adjectives ―sacred‖ and ―holy‖ remind the audience of the survival of the 

altar, of the survival of the Copts as a group, and of the historic role of the mountain as a 

desert refuge for those persecuted. Suffering as a part of God‘s plan is, as for other 

Christian denominations, an overt part of Coptic ideology. The Copts see blessing in 

suffering, and these ideas are revealed in positive formulaic epithets used to describe the 

mount, a site of suffering. Although Copts living in Egypt under Muslim government 
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 This story finds support in the 1893 book La Géographie de l’Egypte à L’Epoque Copte by the 

historian Amelineau. 
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have not always been free to narrate their narratives of persecution and resistance, they 

have managed to preserve them and communicate them throughout sixteen centuries 

through a coded shorthand language of traditional referents and metonymies. 

The narration of the Vision also evokes the humility of the Copts through the 

humility of Christ. Humility is one of the subordinate virtues--in this case, annexed to the 

cardinal virtue of temperance--and one which the Copts arguably needed to survive. The 

sacred narrative thus doubtless spoke to the Copts throughout their centuries of 

oppression. From the earliest centuries of Arab invasion, Copts who renounced their faith 

and culture and became ―true‖ Muslims were offered full assimilation while those who 

wouldn‘t were subject to heavy taxes under the ―Pact of Omar.‖
120

 Copts who openly 

retained their Coptic religious and cultural identity therefore endured a life of economic 

hardship, persecution, and humiliation (El-Leithy 30-1).  Copts today no longer pay the 

poll tax; however, they still suffer economic hardship as a result of persecution.
121

 As 
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century but is projected back to the early caliph Umar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb (d. 23/644), see Mark 

Cohen, ―What was the Pact of Umar? A Literary-Historical study‖ 100-57 and passim. 
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 The World Bank announced that Egypt‘s income per capita in 2003 was $ 3,940. This figure 

reflects the poverty of this country‘s population regardless of ethnic origin or religious affiliation. 

However, the situation is worse for many Copts who are denied state jobs. The state and militant 

groups usually target Coptic sources of livelihood in their persecution policies. For example, on  

April 29, 2009, the Egyptian Government ordered the slaughter of all swine in Egypt under the 

pretext of controlling the H1N1 virus, despite international scientific assurances that such a 

measure was unnecessary (Reuters, June 2
nd

, 2009). Muslims don‘t raise or consume pigs because 

it is considered unclean; only Copts raise and eat pigs. This news was reported by major news 

agencies like Reuters in several articles over the months of April, May and June of 2009 

(www.reuters.com). This state-sponsored move, as described by the United Nations, pauperized 

thousands of Copts who depended on raising pigs for their livelihood.  Some Copts are also 

subject to ittawa, protection money requested by militant groups. For more on this subject read 

Bistawros 85-6.   
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witnessed by the contemporary communal fairs and performances organized around the 

Vision and the events it narrates, The Vision’s account of Christ‘s acceptance of a life of 

humility and suffering still speaks to them today.  

The Vision posits an extremely close link between the landscape (geological and 

imaginary) of Egypt itself and the actions of Christ. The word baraka, Arabic for 

―blessed,‖ is used as a common epithet to describe almost all the elements of the 

landscape in The Vision which are touched by Christ. Jesus has walked the length of 

Egypt, rendering many of its landscape elements baraka.  All variants of The Vision, 

whether old or new, recount the blessings of Mount Qus‘qam (Guidi 443, Gregorios Al 

Muharraq 116-7, Meinardus The Holy 58, Mar Guirguis Nun‘s 102). The oldest variant 

(Vaticano MS 698) describes the desert as ―this blessed desert‖ (443), quotes word for 

word the phrases of blessing Christ is said to have endowed on the wells that he drank 

from (455), and narrates how he planted olive trees in the Egyptian landscape with his 

own hands (458). Each of the old variants uses the same formulaic expressions, albeit in 

different combinations. Although the new versions eliminate some of the descriptive 

details, they are nevertheless informed by these variants and take the blessedness of the 

landscape for granted. This is apparent in the description of each station. For example, 

many of the modern renditions, such as Gregorious‘, specifies new miracles that 

happened at the site because of the blessedness of the location (116-7). Moreover, the 

villages along the route said to have been walked by the Holy Family have developed 

strong, local oral traditions related to this. Indeed, the concept of baraka extends 
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throughout the entire Vision route. This blessing is often a source of joy and well-being to 

the community even in dire conditions which require accepting a humble existence.
122

 

The blessings given by Christ in the Vision are described as also accruing 

specifically to the Christian inhabitants of the land. The Vision specifies that those who 

didn‘t show hospitality to Christ and the Holy Family were denied his blessing. These 

moments have a visible impact on the landscape, and indeed, the Vision describes the 

Egyptian landscape taking shape under Christ's influence. To take one example: The 

Vision narrates that Christ thirsted and no one gave the Virgin water; therefore Christ 

created a well and blessed it with healing water, but said that its water would be bitter in 

the mouth of the residents of that village and would not heal them (455).  Today, Copts 

believe that the water is blessed to Christian believers, but not so to the unbelievers. Paul 

Perry, author of Jesus in Egypt, describes a conversation with a Coptic priest on the status 

of formerly Coptic wells that have been claimed by Muslims. Perry had come across a 

mosque built on the Christian holy site of Dairout Um Nakhla, yet the well of the site was 

described by the Imam as the ―holy well of Sheikh Omar" (Perry, Jesus in Egypt 226). 

Perry‘s companion asked the bishop:  

‗If a mosque is built on a holy site, do you take the blessing away?‘ ‗Oh, 

no,‘ said the bishop, ‗the blessing stays forever. When our God blesses a 

place it stays forever….A non-Christian once drank from one of the holy 

wells that Jesus created. He told the priest that the water was dirty. The 
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 Modern renditions describe these spots as sites of new miracles and festivals that alleviate the 

suffering of the modern Copt and resolve their everyday problems. See Gregorious 116-7 and 

Valensi 211-23. Hasan describes church-organized and subsidized excursions to these historic 

churches and monasteries in terms of their ability to relieve economic pressures while 

simultaneously imprinting Coptic values (213).  
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priest prayed over the well and had faithful Christians drink from it. They 

found the water to be very good. But when the non-Christian drank from it 

again, he believed that it was still dirty. To me that shows the meaning of 

blessings. If a person believes that an area is blessed, then he will take the 

blessing. If he doesn‘t, he will receive no blessing. (226-7) 

This also serves as a functional description of baraka in the Vision, especially as it 

applies to the Egyptian landscape. The belief system is activated for the faithful only, to 

the exclusion of others, and provides a meaningful narrative with which to interpret the 

events around them.  It becomes a major form of moral and material support. Baraka is, 

via the Vision narrative, in the very composition of the land itself--the mountains rising 

from it, the wells dug into it. Yet it only works for those who believe, and--importantly--

it obviates traditional definitions of political and economic control. 

This blessedness of the landscape is further reinforced by the example of Christ‘s 

humble life in Egypt to provide a model narrative of resistance.  In the context of 

glorifying Mount Qus‘qam in its introductory frame, The Vision specifically states that 

Christ purposely chose the house in Qus‘qam, an arid spot and a poor house for his 

residence in Egypt to demonstrate the virtues of a humble, suffering life (Guidi 442). 

Christ‘s humility is inscribed in the epithets that describe the house in Qus‘qam and the 

desert. The narrator describes both house and desert using the same term, kafr, translated 

into English as ―desolate.‖  Kafr doesn‘t have an exact translation into English but 

combines the terms ―arid‖ and ―has nothing‖ to demonstrate living without any 

possessions in an area that has no useful vegetation, doesn‘t yield crops, and doesn't 

provide shade (Guidi 442). The narrator also adds a few epithets to emphasize Christ‘s 
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choice, ―He didn‘t choose the house of a rich or a prominent man but chose this ‗kafr‘ 

house‖ (442). The descriptive kafr is therefore used in different combination in the 

narration. The term is derived from the harsh environment. Copts who live in the desert 

with nothing understand it and use it. Christ‘s life as a poor fugitive child (the son of a 

carpenter, his travels in his mother‘s arms on the back of a donkey, spending nights 

under trees and in deserted caves) is inscribed in the epithets used to describe the places 

along the Vision route, and is presented as a model of behavior for the Coptic Christians 

to follow. While the political implications of such a message can help counter identity 

erosion, the narrative has historically been received as one capable of softening the blow 

of economic hardship and social isolation through substitution and compensation.
123

 

These epithets reinforce a resistance ideology that is unique to this culture and that is 

tied to its history and environment. 

In this oral tradition, traditional referents are not only specific epithets. There are 

also, for example, many references to unnamed locations. For example, The Vision 

narrates that Christ planted an olive tree at a spot right before his arrival at Qus‘qam 

(Guidi 458). The brief mention of this incident and location in The Vision gives Copts 

access to an identification key through which the history of a whole fertile village 

known as ―Meer‖ in that location might be understood and reclaimed (Gregorious, Al-

Muharraq 75). The same applies to another unnamed village which Christ cursed right 

before he planted the olive trees (Guidi 458). The Copts identify this city as one which 
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 See Hasan Christians Versus Muslims for a discussion of the modern Coptic Church‘s use of 

its ideology, traditions, and history to help alleviate the effects of Muslim colonization. See also 

Valensi 47, 211-22 on the role of the Holy Family‘s visit in resisting Islamization and in 

promoting economic and social welfare.  
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lies in ruins and is located right next to Meer. In such as way, each specific reference to 

a location opens a history and archeological file for the Copts (Gregorious, Al-Muharraq 

75). Those who know more of the landscape than do others access more through the 

story. Each individual Copt thus accesses a share of the tradition through their relation to 

the landscape and through their knowledge of the history and the geography of the 

nearby areas. In this light, we can understand why it made sense for Copts in the age of 

print culture to put together the knowledge of those who live in different locations along 

the route and to annex this combined knowledge to the Vision tradition, thereby creating 

one extended narrative text. The three modern textual renditions used in this study are 

clear examples of this process. 

Let us look more closely at other examples of how Coptic culture dictated the 

formulaic composition of the Vision and inscribed its values therein.  The doubling of 

traditional epithets assigned to the different characters in The Vision is one such example. 

Mary‘s epithets ―the Virgin‖ or ―the queen of queen‖ or ―the mother of God‖ or ―the 

lady‖ are usually preceded with an ―El-Set,‖ a Coptic term imported into colloquial 

Egyptian Arabic for the title ―Lady‖ It is common in the old variants to see the Virgin 

described as the lady twice: first in colloquial Arabic and then in classical Arabic ―El-Set 

Al-Saida‖ (Guidi 441).
124

 This repetition of the same meaning can only be understood 

through its traditional referent:  ―El-Set‖ is a colloquial epithet of reverence used for any 

woman in the society who is an elder by virtue of age, social status or land ownership.  It 

is culturally irreverent to address an elder or someone of higher status or of great 
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exchange. 

 



215 

authority without using this title. This traditional epithet thus humanizes the Virgin, and 

suggests that the Copts relate to her personally, and with a familiarity based upon her 

historical real life interaction with the Copts during her visit to Egypt. In the Coptic mind, 

the Virgin shares knowledge of their unique landscape and their specific trials. She also 

shares their persecution and their flights to the desert for safety, which makes her role as 

intercessor on behalf of the people to her son a much more immediate one, and an 

originary parallel to Copts' own historical experience. Shared by the Catholics and other 

Orthodox Christians, the Virgin‘s role as an intercessor is not unique to the Copts; 

however, the immediacy of the identification between Mary and the Copts themselves is, 

thanks to the inscription of the landscape.  Her epithets ―Virgin‖ and ―Saint‖ inscribe her 

life story and her exemplary life.  All four epithets, virgin, saint, el-set and el-saida, 

thereby incorporate the religious with both the communal and the individual. The fusion 

of the Virgin persona as a suffering everyday woman with her religious persona mirrors 

the fusion of the Copts cultural and religious identity. The repetition of her epithets give 

the audience access to the historical and traditional role of the Virgin within this society, 

and this is reinforced by many other narratives that relate her direct intervention in Coptic 

affairs.
125

 Her epithet ―Saint‖ gives the Coptic audience access to her idealized character. 

On one level, then, The Vision's epithets for Mary empower the Copts by depicting Mary 

as a real life presence, an omnipresent agent who gives them direct access to a power 
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 Literature about the Virgin‘s miracles is very popular among the Copts. For example, the 

Church of the Virgin Mary in Ma‘adi, publishes and distributes annually a free booklet of the 

Virgin‘s newest miracles during the two week fast dedicated to her in the month of August (Y. 

Mikhail).  
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higher than that of the colonizer. On another level the epithets give them access to a 

practical lesson in submission and silence as survival tools.   

In this chapter, we have seen how traditional formulaic phraseology works as a 

secret code among the Copts, allowing them to access this coded language to tell their 

own history and to transmit it to future generations. In the coded narration, they are 

specifically able to posit a Coptic Christian identity for the landscape and for their 

culture. Through this coded language, they are also able to provide the members of their 

community with practical advice on where and how to seek help, and how to endure 

during oppressive times. The oral narration with its coded language enables them to tell 

their own counter-narrative, to teach their members the Coptic values and ideology of 

how to read and interpret their physical, economical and political environment, and to 

instill in them Coptic strategies of survival.  The following chapter will discuss how the 

oral narration of The Vision of Theophilus further enabled the Copts to resist cultural 

colonization by preserving their distinct cultural identity through its role in reviving the 

Coptic language, reclaiming historical Coptic proprietary rights over certain locations, 

building national Coptic pride, setting up a Coptic touristic national resource and 

generating a varied discourse through which Coptic identity is affirmed.  
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8. Identity 

 

In remembering the past we reconstruct it.‖ Assman, Das Kulturelle 

This chapter focuses on the role of the oral tradition of The Vision of Theophilus 

in developing a separate historical and cultural identity for the Copts. In particular, it 

studies the role of this tradition in preserving the Coptic language, establishing historical 

proprietary rights over certain locations, setting up a Coptic touristic national resource, 

and producing and propagating a discourse through which Coptic identity is proudly 

affirmed. The Coptic Church has successfully institutionalized The Vision of Theophilus 

through its integration in Coptic Church history, liturgy, and ritual. The events of The 

Vision feature in the Coptic annual calendar three times a year on 24th Bashans, 6th 

Hathor, 18th Babah, and on many other occasions like the monthly celebratory day of the 

Virgin Mary. As a result of this reinforcement, The Vision plays a prominent role in 

defining Coptic identity. As we will discuss here, Coptic performative remembrance of 

The Vision of Theophilus serves to validate the current revival of the Coptic language, the 

performance of Coptic-only liturgies at Qus‘qam, and explicit Coptic ownership of every 

site where Christ stopped. It also serves to create a varied social discourse that affirms 

their separate identity. 

The narrative of the visit of the Holy Family to Egypt, as documented in The 

Vision of Theophilus, helps reinforce and restore the Copts‘ claims over Egyptian land 

and history despite the colonizer‘s longstanding attempts to erase the Coptic identity of 
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Egypt. In an unprecedented move in the year 2000, the Egyptian government, in an 

attempt to increase tourism revenue
126

, joined forces with the Copts to establish Egypt as 

a religious tourism destination, inviting the Christians of the world to follow in the 

footsteps of Christ in Egypt. This acknowledgment of an Egyptian Coptic identity is a 

great concession on behalf of the government which, historically, has been hostile to any 

public proclamation of non-Muslim Egyptian identity, and has become a source of 

national Coptic pride,
127

 an occasion to celebrate and a way for the Copts to place 

themselves once more on the Christian world map after centuries of invisibility and 

alienation from the Western world.
128

  

The survival of The Vision in today‘s liturgy, popular literature and scholarship 

reveals its important current social function. It is used by this culture as a tool to establish 

in the Coptic mind the importance of Egypt and its primacy over other world countries, 

because of its early civilization and its blessedness by the Holy Family‘s visit. The Coptic 

Cologne Papyri of the fourth/fifth century referred to in chapter two of this study give us 
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 The 1997 Luxor massacre of 58 tourists by Muslim fanatic terrorists pushed the Egyptian 

economy into recession. The Egyptian government, in an attempt to revive tourism in Egypt after 

this incident, initiated a project to promote Egypt as a Christian holy site. See Perry Jesus 212-3 

and passim. Also see El-Sayed ―Fearing the Worst,‖ passim. 

 
127

 Following the Egyptian government‘s initiative to promote Egypt as a Christian touristic 

destination because of the Holy Family‘s visit, many Coptic publications about the Holy family‘s 

visit appeared, including MarGirgis Nun‘s Monastery Visit used in this study. Many Coptic 

Churches posted links to the details of the flight of the Holy Family to Egypt on their websites--

including St. Mark‘s Church of Boston. See http://www.smcocboston.org/.  

 
128

 The Muslim government has consistently presented Egypt to the world as an exclusively 

Muslim Arab country, thus overshadowing Coptic history and millennia-long presence as 

discussed in Chapter I. In addition, over fifteen hundred years ago, the Council at Chalcedon 

itself alienated the Copts from the rest of the Christian world.  

 

http://www.smcocboston.org/
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insight into this cultural ideology. These papyri referring to the visit of the Son of God to 

Egypt explicitly describe Egypt ―as the most important country in the world, dominating 

all others," and claim that ―this is where Christianity began‖(Schenke, 

Zindamagazine.com). This notion of the primacy of Egypt was first based upon Ancient 

Egyptian civilization and its originary position in relation to other civilizations in the 

ancient world. It was later extended to include present-day Egypt because of Christ‘s 

choice to flee into Egypt rather than any other country.  The notion of Egyptian primacy 

is taken seriously by the Copts; indeed, they put Egypt on a par with Jerusalem as a site 

of holy pilgrimage on the grounds that both have been visited directly by Christ. Since 

the Six-Day War with Israel in 1967, the current Coptic Pope, Shenouda the third, has 

banned Copts from performing pilgrimage to Jerusalem (Hasan 109).
129

 Those who do so 

against the Pope‘s decree are punished by being denied Holy Communion for a set period 

of time. The Pope has bolstered his proclamation by publicly announcing in many forums 

that those who want to visit the places where Christ went can still visit Qus‘qam and the 

sites of the visit of the Holy Family to Egypt.
130

 Despite the 1978 Camp David peace 

agreement between Egypt and Israel, the Pope refused to lift the ban he had imposed on 

Coptic pilgrimage to Jerusalem because the Egyptian government‘s peace negotiations 

with Israel failed to honor Coptic demands requesting the restoration of the Coptic 

Church‘s usurped historical rights over the Church of the Nativity in Jerusalem. In 1980 

the late President Anwar Sadat‘s requested that the Pope lift the ban and restore 
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 In 1967, Israel occupied Sinai, the eastern part of Egypt. 

 
130

 This papal decree has been the subject of many discussion forums on main Coptic websites. 

See "Papal Decree re. Visiting Israel" on www.coptichymns.net. 
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pilgrimage tours to Israel to normalize relations between the two countries according to 

the terms of the peace agreement (Hasan 109). To the chagrin of President Sadat, the 

Coptic Pope openly announced that until the Coptic rights in the Church of the Nativity 

are restored, Copts will not be allowed to visit Jerusalem. The Pope‘s decision may be 

read as a political resistance statement showing resentment to the Muslim hegemonic 

government policies; indeed, as Sadat banished the Coptic Pope in 1981 to his monastery 

in the Egyptian desert to punish him for this act of overt resistance to the government‘s 

normalization policies with Israel and appointed a council of bishops to replace him in 

leading the Coptic Church. The Pope was only restored to his papacy seat a few months 

later, after Sadat‘s assassination (6 Oct, 1981), by his successor (and current President) 

Hosni Mubarak (110).
131

 The above example of the conflict between Sadat and Pope 

Shenouda gives a glimpse of the power play between the Copts, the government of 

Egypt, and the role the sacred narrative of The Vision of Theophilus plays in defining 

Coptic space and identity. It shows that through religious status the Coptic Pope assumes 

an authority over the Copts higher than that of the political president. In short, the Copts, 

following the sacred narrative of The Vision, choose to follow the Pope‘s dictates against 

the direct request of the President of Egypt. 

                                                 
131

 The history and the details of the conflict between the former Egyptian President, 

Mouhammed Anwar al-Sadat, and Pope Shenoudah the Third are documented in the latter‘s 

Speech delivered on the Occasion of the Tenth Anniversary of the Corrective Revolution on May 

14
th
, 1980. The Pope‘s own statement on the subject was published in the Egyptian magazine Ruz 

al-Yusef on March 9, 1999. Several interviews with the Pope over his strained relationship with 

Sadat are published in Mahmud Fawzi‘s 1990  al-Baba Shanudah wa-hiwar mahzur al-nashr 

(Pope Shenoudah and a Forbidden Dialogue). 

. 
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Studies in the working of memory can help explicate the Copts‘ modern 

articulation of their identity though their traditional religious leader. The new renditions 

of The Vision of Theophilus suggest a tremendously complex relationship between 

communal memory and identity. The work of modern scholars of memory, in particular 

Frances Yates, Mary Carruthers, Janet Coleman and Jan Assman, help us understand this 

complex dialectic between remembering the past and the construction of identity.  In her 

1990 seminal study The Book of Memory: A Study of Memory in Medieval Culture, 

Carruthers reminds readers of the importance of memory in antiquity and the Middle 

Ages and demonstrates the large extent to which these cultures were primarily memorial 

rather than textual.  She explains that during medieval times cultivating memory was 

considered a moral obligation. She argues that memory enabled the mind to draw its own 

readings of authoritative texts to demonstarte prudence in judgemnet instead of novelty 

by innovation (20 and passim). Janet Coleman in her 1992, Ancient and Medieval 

Memories, takes Carruthers' arguments a step further and asserts through an impressive 

study of 2000 years of ancient and medieval Western history that memory wasn‘t 

measured by historical verification but by rhetorical persuasiveness. She explains that 

memory is selective and that people would remember only the events that are, from their 

perspective, worthy of remembering and that have some bearing on their present (600-14 

and passim). Werner Kelber, in a 2002 essay ―The Case for the Gospels‖, assembles  

recent research on memory and group alliance by citing the work of Maurice Halbwashs, 

Jan Assman, and Aleida Assman; Kelber then goes on to summarize:  ―Memory selects 

and modifies subjects and figures of the past in order to make them serviceable to the 

image the community wishes to cultivate of itself‖(Kelber 2).  
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In noting the selective workings of memory in the recreation of the past as a 

persuasive expression of group representation, many scholars have studied the impact of 

social pressure, and whether it can affect or alter the message of a sacred narrative like 

The Vision of Theophilus. Jan Vansina, in Oral Tradition as History, answers in the 

affirmative, contending that messages from the past evoked in the present are influenced 

by the social conditions of the present (19). Vansina's study thus takes the study of oral 

tradition as formative factor in the establishment of group identity a step further than 

other scholars have. 

   Language is of course a bedrock element in the establishment of group identity. 

Spolsky, in the context of second language learning, has noted the central role of 

language in identity formation and has demonstrated that speakers of a language can infer 

much more than regional affiliation when hearing someone speak: they can often 

correctly define gender, education level, age, place of origin, and sometimes even the 

profession of the speaker. He concludes that this ability to infer so much from phonemes 

themselves explains, at least in part, why language is such a powerful symbol of national 

and ethnic identity (181). The late Mexican-American activist Gloria Anzaldúa summed 

up language-identity fusion when she wrote in La Frontera that ―Ethnic identity is twin 

skin to linguistic identity—I am my language‖ (81). And certainly, colonial powers have 

long realized that the language of those they colonize provides a potent space of 

resistance through which national (or group) identity is formed and reproduced.  We can 

point to a recent example in the Coptic context. Following Muslim fanatic attacks on 

three churches in Alexandria in 1996 in which an elderly Copt was killed, the Copts 
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demonstrated peacefully in the streets chanting ―Kyrie Eleison.‖
132

 According to news 

reports, Muslims attacked the Copts on the assumption that these words were insults or 

curses directed at them.
133

 This recent incident in contemporary Egypt hints at the 

ongoing tension, even at the linguistic level, between those in power in Egypt and the 

marginalized Copts. The Coptic language therefore functions as a clear site of resistance. 

  The Vision of Theophilus played an important role in the survival of the Coptic 

language even during eras of language persecution, such as in the 11th century when the 

punishment for speaking in Coptic was to have one's tongue cut out (Ishaq ―Coptic‖ 710). 

And one of the ways in which The Vision of Theophilus has recently helped preserve and 

revive the Coptic language is by helping to bring attention to the duration of Christ‘s 

presumed stay in Egypt. Pegged at about three and half years in duration, this would put 

Christ in Egypt from the age of 2 to 6, implying that Christ lived in Egypt in his 

linguistically formative years and therefore must have spoken some Coptic, like all 

children his age who travel to foreign countries and pick the new language with ease.  As 

a result of this interpretation of the narration, the Copts have a strong reason to be proud 

of their native language and to hold on to it even during worse periods of persecution. 
134
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 These Greek words are used as loan-words in the Coptic Liturgy and form a part of the Coptic 

vocabulary as a result of the historic relationship between Greek and Coptic. 

 
133

 The incident received extensive media coverage. In the United States Richard G. Chesnoff 

wrote about the incident in ―The Muslim World‘s New Martyrs‖ (New York Daily News, May 1, 

2006).       

 
134

 This argument was part of a lecture titled ―Entry of Christ into Egypt‖ given by Father 

Timothy on 28
th

 May, 2007 to the congregants and guests as a part of the program of the 

celebration of the visit of the Holy Family hosted by Miami‘s Coptic Church. The lecture was 

followed by the traditional dinner presumed to have been eaten by the Holy Family upon their 

arrival into Egypt. 
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In Coptic community discourse, the Coptic language is holy because Christ spoke it. We 

have seen in Chapter 1 how use of the Coptic language was historically forbidden, and 

severely punished, until it became for all everyday practical purposes a dead language. 

However, in part because of common Coptic belief in its holiness, the Coptic community 

preserved it from extinction by means of Church liturgy and ritual.
135

 As a result, today 

all Coptic liturgies combine at least two languages, Coptic and the commonly spoken 

language of the community in which the liturgy is being recited. For instance, the liturgy 

in English-speaking countries like the United States, Canada and the United Kingdom 

alternates between Coptic and English. In Egypt, the service alternates between Coptic 

and Arabic.   

 Moreover, in Qus‘qam, a Coptic-only daily liturgical service is performed on the 

altar in the historic church. Bishop Gregorious, in his book Al-Muharraq Monastery, Its 

History, Description and Contents, relates popular tradition regarding this practice: An 

anchorite who wondered about the reason for the daily performance of the liturgy on that 

altar had received a heavenly answer when he heard a voice in the altar saying, ―the 

offering must never cease from my altar‖ (116). Gregorious adds details regarding 

material aspects of the practice as well: he says that there is an ancient inscription to this 

effect on top of the altar, although it can‘t be seen today because of the addition of a 

marble board on top of the altar to accommodate the liturgy utensils. As further proof, he 

cites the monastery records themselves which narrate that the heir to the throne of Spain 
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 During periods of intense persecution, Copts placed mills in front of churches and operated 

them during the liturgy to muffle the banned sound of Coptic-language prayers. See Ishaq 

―Coptic‖ 708-15. 
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visited the altar in 1928 and saw the inscription along with other monks and dignitaries. 

Gregorious also adds that the monastery‘s abbots have banned the performance of the 

liturgy in any language other than Coptic in that historic church. This ban was explained 

as an "obedient" response to instructions received by unnamed former monastery abbots 

(Al-Muharraq 114-6). Although resistance to cultural and religious colonization is never 

mentioned explicitly as a reason for the continued survival of this historic church's 

practice, it is nevertheless inscribed in every daily liturgical performance and in every 

Coptic word recited. Persistence in holding a daily Coptic-only liturgy on that altar for 

more than 1600 years without interruption is a formidable act of resistance and self-

assertion. 

  The Vision as an oral tradition has clearly empowered the Copts and provided 

them with the means to resist policies intended to erode their identity. It also provided 

them with a very powerful reason to defend their mother tongue:  in making the language 

holy, abandoning it became taboo. This affiliation between Coptic and the sacred became 

so strongly ingrained that the very word Coptic now refers specifically to the Christians 

of Egypt.
136

 The church has thus become an active site of resistance with the Coptic 

liturgy providing the weekly space during which the Copts asserted their heritage and 

their linguistic and religious difference. We must also note that the performance of a 

daily liturgy in the historic church turns the enabling act of resistance into a daily routine.  

                                                 
136

 Meinardus explains that the Arabs were the first to use the word ―Qibt,‖ a shortened form of 

the Greek word Aigyptios, of which the word Copt is derived, to describe the Egyptians who were 

all Christian at the time of the invasion. Egyptians who converted to Islam became fully 

assimilated Arabs, while those who did not continued to be known as Copts. See ―Coptic‖ 8. 
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  Not only did The Vision of Theophilus preserve the Coptic language, but it also 

acted as key evidence in court cases to prove the Copts' ownership of sites visited by the 

Holy Family (Gregorious 284-7).
137

 Vansina says that ―one fights [back] with tradition‖ 

(Oral 102) and asserts that ―historical arguments are common in court cases where 

precedent can matter especially to back up claims over office, land, property or 

offspring‖(102).  In Egypt, a traditional principle called ―placing of the hand‖ 

acknowledges, rather like the concept of "squatter's rights," that those who have lived on 

a land for decades own it. Although the ―placing of the hand‖ principle is informal, it is 

widely recognized in Egypt since many Bedouins and ascetic Copts have lived in the 

deserts since remembered history. Yet in 1980 the Egyptian Government issued a decree 

that all underdeveloped land outside city boundaries is the property of the state, and that 

the state must be paid when a property is sold. Since outside the city boundaries the 

concept of "placing of the hand" is the de facto law (Khalil), many problems arise. 

Frequently, monasteries are built on desert land, and have existed for more than sixteen 

hundred years; when these monasteries attempt to add a building on an adjacent plot of 

land, conflicts with the government over ownership usually end in court. In such court 

cases and disputes, lawyers representing the monastery often argue for monastery 

ownership rights on the basis of historic use of the land (Gregorious 280-7). 

For all of the reasons discussed above, Copts have historically found a coherent 

sense of identity within the social institutions of the church: it provides them with an 

ideology that makes survival under discrimination possible, justifiable and 
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 Disputes over the property of land of Qus‘qam‘s monastery are numerous. Bishop Gregorious 

cites a sample by chronologically cataloguing a number of these historic disputes over three 

centuries and stating the rulings made in each of them. See Al-Muharraq 280-7.   
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understandable. This historic resistance is fertile ground for contemporary resistance as 

well, as Hasan notes: ―Under Pope Shenouda the church is a rallying place for Copts, 

where they can affirm their collective identity. The mass has [once again] become for 

them what it was in the early Christian era, a kind of communal affirmation of survival in 

the face of persecution‖(209). The modern Church thus allows for the development of a 

common language or ideology that provides the basis for a collective understanding of 

historical circumstance and shared destiny.  

We should note here that much of our contemporary theoretical discussions of 

identity and identity formation are strongly indebted to Marxist theory. Karl Marx's work 

contributed to a major change in conceptions of identity formation; in it, he shifted focus 

from the model of autonomous Cartesian individualism to social production by asserting 

in the first part of his preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy that 

―It is not the consciousness‘ of men that determines their being, but on the contrary their 

social being that determines their consciousness.‖ For later generations of Marxist 

theorists, concern focused on this Marxian notion of social being. Thus, Louis Althusser 

defines the subject‘s construction through ideology as the set of ideas that makes sense of 

society and through which unequal relations are reproduced; those who are in power 

produce and circulate the ideas about how a society perceives itself (104-7). Gramsci, in 

turn, explained how these ideas then become hegemonic in the sense that those 

dominated consent to the ideas produced by those who dominate them. Althusser's further 

insight suggests that ideology is not simply the forcing of ideas over a subordinate group, 

but that subjects are born into ideology, and find their subjectivity in the approval of their 

parents, community and society. Individuals therefore endorse these ideas because 
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through them they are provided identity and security through a set of social structures 

(119-20). Amin Maalouf, in his 2000 book, In the name of identity: Violence and the 

Need to Belong, specifically refers to the (in his opinion, perhaps unduly large) influence 

of one‘s religious community and traditions in the construction of identity:  

Each one of us has two heritages, a "vertical" one that comes to us from 

our ancestors, our religious community and our popular traditions, and a 

"horizontal" one transmitted to us by our contemporaries and by the age 

we live in. It seems to me that the latter is the more influential of the two, 

and that it becomes more so every day. Yet this fact is not reflected in our 

perception of ourselves, and the inheritance we invoke most frequently is 

the vertical one. (102) 

In this light, the power of the Vision tradition to help maintain a coherent Coptic identity 

is clear: it trades on both the horizontal and vertical dimensions of group identity.   

 To return to the Coptic context, the Coptic Church was able to generate its own 

ideology by securing an authorial position over the Copts higher than any political 

authority established by a ruling government or colonizing group. We have seen in the 

incident of banning pilgrimage to Jerusalem, how the Coptic Pope's official ban on 

pilgrimage to Jerusalem invokes authorial powers higher than those of any political 

leader by representing a higher power on earth, God.  Through the bishops and the 

religious leaders of the Coptic Church who represent authority, and the church and its 

various institutions, he was able to disseminate this ban, and successfully reproduce and 

circulate it among the Copts.  The ban is an example of how the Copts perceive 

themselves and their society as different.  
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The church and its social institutions provide the Copts with a safe space where 

they can transmit their oral traditions, and exteriorize many of the effects of colonization. 

Through the ideology of Coptic society, they compare themselves to the colonizer and 

see themselves in a positive light in contrast to the values of the colonizer, which they see 

in a negative light. These ideas are propagated among the Copts to affirm their own 

identity while disavowing Muslim cultural influence. This ideological resistance was 

effective in thwarting the colonizers‘ attempts to reproduce and circulate ideas about how 

the society should operate and how the remaining Copts should perceive themselves. This 

resistance to what we might term the "colonization of the mind" was successful in the 

Coptic context because they managed to create a competing parallel social structure that 

generated its own ideas, and were able to reproduce them through the Church‘s 

institutions, primarily via oral tradition.  

The Vision of Theophilus thus embodies the moral ideas (and ideals) of Coptic 

society, and provides a shared sense of grievance against historical persecution. It also 

posits ideal behavior to display in facing such persecution, for it tells the story of Christ 

and the Holy Family‘s reaction to persecution. According to the narrative, the Holy 

Family doesn‘t violently or openly resist the persecuting authority (Herod) but instead 

takes flight to the desert of Egypt until the period of persecution comes to an end. This 

strategy of passive resistance mirrors the larger view of life in biblical narrative, where 

all is coded as a fight between the forces of good and evil, and although evil prevails for a 

period of time, good eventually overcomes. Enduring evil is thus a widely received 

Christian test of faith. Those who endure overcome. More cues for long-term Coptic 

survival can be gleaned from the text. For example, to endure the long exile, the Holy 
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Family chooses a humble location and lives a life of poverty. Mary in particular is hard-

pressed to find the basic necessities for survival: shelter, water, bread. When she receives 

these from members of the communities through which they travel, she expresses 

immense joy and thankfulness.  Tradition also asserts that all three of them lived a life of 

celibacy. Their life example exalts poverty, celibacy and suffering for the sake of the 

Lord in this life in exchange for a great reward in eternity.  

Indeed, Theophilus's Vision addresses this question of "divine payoff" as well, 

recounting how the Virgin has been rewarded in the afterlife. The whole narrative frame 

of the Vision reinforces Mary's glory: her figure appears to him, in majesty surrounded by 

light and flanked by the highest rank of angels. The Coptic psalmody also reflects her 

status: she is exalted above the highest rank of the angels, the Cherubim and the 

Seraphim.  For Vansina, such direct invocation of reward through suffering can be 

explained in terms of how oral traditions work to justify existing conditions (Oral 103). 

He asserts:  ―in every society each role or status is modeled after an ideal to which 

holders must conform. The ideal is common to a whole community and often is preserved 

in its oral traditions. History performs an exemplary function and traditions tend over a 

number of performances to reflect ideal types‖ (105,6). Considering that The Vision of 

Theophilus presents its audience with the ultimate Coptic role models--indeed, the 

ultimate generic Christian role models--in the characters of the Virgin Mary, Joseph and 

Christ, it provides its audience with a context in which to understand and articulate 

historic persecution. For the Copts, it tends to be understood as a trial of faith necessary 

to overcoming and achieving eternal bliss in the life to come. This ideology can make 
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persecution by the colonizers a welcome trial, if one is being called upon by a divine 

source to endure up until the end.  

To recap,  The Vision of Theophilus provides a very clear blueprint for how to 

endure in a persecuting society. First and foremost, direct violent opposition to political 

authority is not a good strategy for survival. Flight is coded as vital for self-preservation, 

and the tradition exalts the desert as a blessed refuge. A life of poverty and celibacy 

makes survival and endurance possible. And although God often intervenes with miracles 

to provide plenty at times of duress, it is more frequently the case that the presence of the 

Holy Family stimulates the community at large to provide help and sustenance. In other 

words, the community is the first and best line of defense against hunger and isolation. 

All of these ideals helped construct Coptic identity. They don‘t resist their colonizers 

militarily but withdraw into their own cultural space or to the desert where they rely upon 

acceptance of duress, community intervention, and in some cases, God‘s direct 

intervention and blessing to trace their life journey.  This ideology is reproduced in many 

official Church contexts: in the liturgy, in everyday discussions, in intercessions to the 

saints and their celebrations, etc. The Church repeats these ideas and teaches them to the 

congregation. The parents repeat them to their children. The Coptic subject is thus well 

armed against the colonizing society.  

This ideology is further reinforced by multiple generations of imitative practice. 

The Holy Family is of course the most prominent set of examples to live by, but their 

flight from persecution is itself reflected in the Old Testament. In more recent historic 

contexts, the desert fathers who emulated the Holy Family, subsisting on the Egyptian 

landscape, informs the behavior of modern generations of monks. Through this 
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genealogy of resistance, Copts have historically maintained a coherent identity based on a 

core set of abstract values. These include: peacefulness, humility, satisfaction, 

compassion and spirituality. These values are explicitly opposed to those of violence, 

pride, greed, mercilessness, and carnality. They manage through this ideological lens to 

reverse the balance of power and to marginalize colonizing discourse itself. 

Michel Foucault has elaborated on the construction of subjectivity by seeking to 

articulate it in light of certain historical, social and cultural systems of knowledge in a 

Western society. Foucault argues that systems of knowledge produce a subject equally 

dependent upon the rules of the system of knowledge that produce it. Two of his most 

famous systems of thought were what he identified as archeology and genealogy.  

Archaeology, on the one hand, included the idea that systems of knowledge (episteme) 

operate based on rules that lie beyond the conscious control and awareness of the 

individual, and therefore one would not expect to seek confirmation of systems of 

knowledge (their structures, rules, and forms) based on direct individual awareness. 

Genealogy, in some ways a corrective to the earlier notion of archaeology, was 

predicated on the idea that any given system of knowledge or thought would come into 

being not primarily through  a concerted effort of logic or rationality, but rather thanks to 

a series of historical accidents or local contexts. He asserted that a system of knowledge 

produces a discourse, wider and more varied than both ideology and language. 

Iconography and festivals form an integral part of the discourse generated by The Vision. 

They reinforce Coptic ideas, history and identity projected in the story of The Vision by 

reproducing the same statements in different forms. 
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Lucette Valensi, in her book Les Fuites en Egypte, recognizes that the Holy 

Family‘s visit to Egypt has produced a discourse that not only includes a number of tales 

at the different stations, but has also inspired popular iconography and local festivals. She 

includes chapters about the iconography and the history of paintings that were inspired by 

the Holy Family‘s visit to Egypt, as well a short section on the annual festivals. Although 

her work is more concerned with the history of European art, in the context of Coptic 

studies she is credited with noting the capacity of the Vision tradition to generate 

tremendous community response, both historically and in recent times. In fact, the 

narrative of The Vision of Theophilus itself reinforces the link between Qus‘qam as a 

place for social gatherings and the history of the visit of the Holy Family to this site. 

Contemporary church-approved sources, such as the official history book of Al-Muharraq 

Monastery and Bishop Gregorious' book on the monastery, describe the role of the oral 

tradition in establishing the Christian identity of the place. Both sources place the 

historical population of the land surrounding the monastery as a direct result of 

communal word of mouth: the house where the Holy Family resided began receiving 

many pilgrims--at first while the family was still there (Christ's many miracles among 

community members is specified in the Vision), and then later, after their departure as 

well (neighbors continued to frequent the house to receive blessing). In time, say these 

sources, the house became more famous because of the many miracles that continued to 

take place there, and many more people moved to live beside it.
138

 The spot soon 

attracted anchorites and monks who lived in cells around the area until Bishop 
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 Bishop Gregorious notes that some accounts say that as many as 5,000 people moved to live 

beside the house (185). 
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Pachomius, the father of synoptic monasticism, came to this area with some of his monks 

and settled there. This was the turning point in the history of the historic church; the 

building soon developed into a Pachomian monastery, and Bishop Antonius, the first 

abbot of the monastery, was appointed during the lifetime of Pachomius.  Thus, although 

the monastery itself only dates back to 342 A.D., the historical church dates back to the 

first century (Gregorious, Al-Muharraq 185-6).
139

 

The Copts‘ eyewitness experience of the six-month visit of the Holy Family at 

Qus‘qam resulted in art inspired by this unique encounter. The Vision of Theophilus has 

directly inspired medieval through modern Coptic iconography art that details the 

specifics of the visit as told by the Virgin.  Although there are many frescos and paintings 

inspired by the visit of the Holy Family throughout Egypt, the influence of their stay is 

particularly apparent in the icons of the historical church in Qus‘qam. As we have already 

discussed, the icon of the Virgin Mary carrying Christ (c. AD 650) in the historical 

church therefore show a child of four or five years old rather than the common Western 

image of Christ as an infant (Al-Muharraq Monastery  Annex 14). These paintings depict 

the historical visit of Christ at that age to Qus‘qam as told in The Vision. Another 

unsigned populist painting
140

 in the historical church known as ―The Village Mary‖ 

depicts the Virgin in Egyptian peasant attire, consisting of a dark veil that covers her head 

and body (Al-Muharraq Monastery Annex 14). Inspired by her stay among the Copts and 
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 Other sources date the monastery to AD 346. See, for example, Al-Muharraq 73; this close 

datation provides further confirmation of the history of the site. 
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 This painting is undated, merely described as ―old‖ in the monastery books. See Al-Muharraq 

Annex 14. 
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her interaction with them, the painting reveals the depth of the Copts‘ bond with the 

Virgin in her depiction as one of them.  

Copts have long used iconography as an educational tool to teach and reinforce 

biblical accounts to the illiterate, the children, and the elderly
141

, in addition to all others. 

Official Church documents also reinforce the idea that iconography is an open book that 

can speak to all (Al-Muharraq Monastery Annex 11). As with so many other systems of 

religious iconography, Copts use number, color and shape symbolism to translate 

information and enrich the learning experience. It is common for icons about the visit of 

the Holy Family to incorporate twenty-four stars or waves or plants to reinforce the date 

of the visit on the 24
th

 of Bashans. Copts have reproductions of these icons in their homes 

and often wear them on gold chains around their necks. These paper and gold 

reproductions are the basis of small Coptic jewelry and publication industries. It is also a 

common practice in Coptic Sunday school to give each child a picture every week 

depicting the religious topic or the saint of the day. In addition, at the end of every 

liturgy, bishops and priests greet each congregation member through a ritual in which 

congregants walk up individually to the priest or bishop, kiss his hand and receive a piece 

of holy bread and a small paper reproduction of one of the icons.  

In the Coptic culture, icons are the site of miracles and therefore a resistance site. 

Copts consecrate their icons with the chrism, also known as holy Myron.
142

 They, 
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 Some of the elders are semi-literate, and many, due to poverty, can‘t afford corrective lenses.  
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 It is an oil that, according to Coptic doctrine, is made from the actual spices used to anoint the 

body of Christ after his death and before the Resurrection; these spices, myrrh, cinnamon, cassia, 

sweet calamus and olive oil, are augmented by additional spices and oils. Copts believe that some 

of these spices were brought to Egypt by the apostles. The ritual of making the Chrism is 
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therefore, ritually touch these icons to be blessed by the oil that has touched the body of 

Christ.  Thousands of stories about the miracles performed though the images depicted on 

the icons are recorded in books and sold in churches. Stories about miraculous oil 

pouring from certain icons and the healing power of this oil are also common. Small oil 

phials are brought to the sick by priests. It is worth noting that insofar as icons have also 

retained their long-standing historical reputation as healing devices, they also provide a 

visible site of resistance to state-run social services. The Egyptian government provides 

free medical care and free education to all Egyptians, be they Copts or Muslims, but to 

avail oneself of free education and healthcare, a Copt must sometimes endure the 

indoctrination of Islamic principles and culture. This comes in many forms, such as 

teaching Islam, Arabic and anti-Coptic literature to Coptic children in public schools, or 

forcing Copts to listen to the recitation of the Qu'ran on loudspeakers during their long 

wait in a clinic or hospital for free healthcare.  

The production of Coptic icons, finally, provides a means of economic support for 

many Copts. The production of religious icons and relics often takes place in the context 

of popular festivals, such as the seven-day festival held in the proximity of Qus‘qam‘s 

historic church around the date of the commemoration of the visit of the Holy Family. 

This particular festival has been a common practice since the Church's early history (Al-

Muharraq Monastery 216), and it attracts many Copts and others.  Although the 6
th

 of 

Hathor, the date commemorating the consecration of the historic church, would have 

been the appropriate choice for the festival, it has historically conflicted with the cotton 

                                                                                                                                                 
performed by the Pope himself and only every few decades. See Megally 500-1 and Basilios 502-

4. 
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crop picking season and the fall sowing season. During this period the monks sow their 

seeds and the laymen work their fields.  Therefore the Abbots of the monastery have 

decided to limit the 6th of Hathor celebration to one day and to start the festival on 21st 

Baouna (28th June) before the Nile flooding season, when they don‘t have to work the 

fields (Al-Muharraq Monastery 216). Many thousands of people come to visit the church 

during this week, creating great need for accommodation, food, entertainment, and so 

forth. Festivals such as this one revolve around religious occasions, but also function as 

recreational holidays. They are a big source of income for those providing services to the 

visitors of the church and the monastery at the time of the festival (Hasan 216-7). Thus, 

Coptic festivals are important economic ventures providing significant commercial and 

employment opportunities to the members of this community. In addition, they provide 

an occasion for Copts from different parts of the country to meet and confirm each 

other‘s views and values, practice their culture and their religion, and socialize and 

interact in ways that reaffirm their separate identity and culture from that of the state. 

During these festivals, group baptism of infants and weddings are performed and small 

crosses on the right wrist are tattooed; icons and books are sold.  

Tattooing crosses on the right wrist is in particular a bold act of lifelong resistance 

to Islamic culture which aims at suppressing Coptic Christian identity.  Most Copts who 

wear these tattoos receive them when they are children with the purpose of inscribing on 

their bodies their separate identity and to fight against any urge to ―pass‖ as Muslims 

when persecuted.
143

 The inscribed cross is a constant corporeal reminder of their 
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 Having a cross tattooed on the wrist is widely practiced among the Copts in Egypt, regardless 

of gender or age. See Hasan 140. 
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difference from the dominant culture. And although the Copts explicitly acknowledge 

that tattoos are against biblical teachings, however, they are permitted by a special 

dispensation from religious authorities for the purpose of resisting Muslim culture.
144

 

Festivals, and their associated commercial enterprises, clearly act as a site of resistance 

where Copts review their history and play out their persecuted identity. 

In addition to yearly festivals in various locations, Coptic group solidarity has 

been further augmented by a deliberate increase in the frequency of the liturgy; in some 

locations, they occur daily, or even multiple times a day. This provides more opportunity 

for identity construction and confirmation through social support and interaction. Of 

course, regular religious ceremonies typically require architectural structures dedicated 

specifically for this purpose. One of the worst bones of contention between the Muslims 

and the Copts has thus historically been governmental restrictions on church buildings 

(Hasan 209). Licenses to build new churches, renovate old ones or expand existing ones 

are very difficult to obtain, and there has even been a documented case of a priest 

imprisoned for building a latrine for his church without a permit (Hasan 210). As Hasan 

notes, 

Churches dating back to the third century AD with priceless old shrines 

like the church of St. Abigoue in Minya and the church of Saint Fam in 

Tima are being gradually reduced to rubble, because the government 

wouldn‘t issue permits for their restoration. The government‘s attitude was 
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 Father Timothy of St. John the Baptist Church in Miami is of the opinion that Copts in 

diaspora shouldn‘t be tattooed, since they are not persecuted. At the same time, the Coptic priests 

of St. Mark and St Mary‘s churches in Montreal, Canada, urge the members of their congregation 

to be tattooed to continue the tradition and to preserve the memory of persecution in Egypt. 
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seen by many Copts as a deliberate attempt to obliterate the historical 

memory of Christendom in Egypt. (Hasan 210) 

As Hasan suggests, this has been a constant battle for the Copts against the state. 

Moreover, the government has designated Friday and Saturday the weekend days, 

making it more difficult for Christians to attend the liturgy on Sunday.
145

 To counteract 

these discriminatory measures and the Church's inability to accommodate an expanding 

Coptic population, the Copts started to maximize the use of space and time by running 

several liturgies on Sunday morning, daily liturgies throughout the week, and a few in the 

afternoons (210). As a result, the church-going population has become more exposed to 

church history, tradition and religious practices, as some started to attend more than once 

a week. Stay-at-home mothers in particular often attend several liturgies a week. Unlike, 

those who attend weekly, they are more exposed to the details of church history which is 

recounted on an annual daily cycle. The agency of mothers in passing on the daily 

message of the liturgy to their families in the afternoon cannot be underestimated. 

In addition, increasing the frequency of the liturgies provides a communal space 

where members of the Coptic community have the opportunity to interact with one 

another and lend a helping hand. Physicians check the sick and write prescriptions. 

Lawyers give legal advice. Women who can sew or knit use their skills to help members 

of their own community. Priests play a major role in networking the members of their 

churches with each other when the need arises. The Coptic Church thus can provide a 

security net for those who feel threatened and alienated, or otherwise disempowered, by 
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For a discussion of the choice of weekend days in Egypt, see the article ―For Egypt, Fridays 

Will Never Be the Same,‖ New York Times, December 03, 1989.   
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the Muslim state.  The social support that the Copts give to one another continues as well 

in the wider Coptic diaspora.  Many families that have immigrated to the United States 

continue to give support to the members of its own community. The oral tradition of the 

visit of the Holy Family to Qus‘qam, and the subsequent consecration of the church and 

monastery, as well as the common history of persecution, forms the basis of a discourse 

that has the power to create an inseparable bond among the members of this community, 

whether in their home country or abroad. As Mark Francis Grubber explains in his essay, 

―Coping with God: Coptic Monasticism in Egyptian Culture,‖ ―The demands of rigorous 

religious observance, intense communal, dynamics, and an elaborated and complex 

liturgy, catechism and hagiography are exactly the counterweight of spiritual and 

communal integration the Copts need in face of their national alienation‖ (Grubber 65). 

Grubber thus identifies the rigorous spiritual practices of the Copts as a necessary means 

by which they balance the psychological effects of centuries of persecution in their own 

country.
146

 

In this chapter, we have seen how The Vision of Theophilus provided the Copts 

with the means to construct and maintain a distinct identity by giving them a deep reason 

for maintaining the Coptic language, by providing grounds for their claims to the land 

they live on, and by creating a varied discourse that further strengthened Coptic bonds 
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 For example, the Copts fast for more than two-thirds of the liturgical year. There are different 

types of fasts: some demand a vegan diet; others allow the consumption of fish but no dairy 

products. As a result, Copts have a rich discourse of food recipes and food sharing for every 

fasting season. The Vision of Theophilus itself has even given rise to a traditional meal that the 

Holy Family is said to have eaten when they first entered Egypt.. This meal, usually served in 

churches on 24
th

 Bashans, is prepared by female parishioners for the other church members and 

attending guests. Both St. John the Baptist Church in Miami and St. Mary‘s Church in Boca 

Raton celebrate this occasion annually. They publicize it on their websites and distribute 

pamphlets to the community at large. 
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and character. In an interview with Bishop Antonius of Dakhalia, he said that in his 

bishopric area whole villages are all still Coptic. He added that one of these villages has a 

population of 35,000 -- which is strongly suggestive of the success of this discourse in 

reinforcing a Coptic identity in the face of persecution. 

More importantly, The Vision of Theophilus also generated a large number of 

texts and narrative traditions that are dependent on it. Not only did The Vision succeed in 

generating a series of stabilizing texts, based upon its narrative, which are now 

incorporated in the Coptic Liturgy and hymnology (like the Synaxarium, the Psalmody, 

and the Antiphonary) but it was also able to inspire a genre of narrative writing that 

followed its overarching structural example and topical interests. In the next chapter, we 

will see how The Homily of the Church of the Rock models itself narratively on The 

Vision, and in citing it, forms an intertextual web of references. Specifically in terms of 

narrative function, it serves as companion epilogue which mirrors The Vision by 

referencing yet another appearance by the Virgin. Thus, the narrative of the Homily is 

used as official justification for determining a specific site to be holy: it is yet another 

spot where the Holy Family is said to have stopped and had a positive interaction with the 

community in  the area. The Vision’s ability to inspire a literary genre further 

demonstrates its enabling power in creating a discourse capable of affirming a distinct 

Coptic identity. 
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9. Narrative Composition Strategies 

 

 This chapter focuses specifically on the narrative compositional strategies of The 

Vision of Theophilus. By placing them in historical context, we will reveal how these 

strategies contributed to building and enforcing a distinct Coptic identity over time. This 

chapter also examines how key narration strategies later evolved to adapt to the new 

modes of discourse, including the scientific, while simultaneously maintaining their 

ability to safeguard the narrative stability of the Vision‘s core events. I will first examine 

the traditional narration strategies of the older variants to understand how they 

functioned. Next, I will offer a comparative study of the striking parallelism of The 

Homily of the Church of the Rock and The Vision in order to show the latter‘s influence in 

the development of a new hybrid genre. Lastly, I examine modern adaptations of 

traditional narration strategies to demonstrate the Vision's adaptability to modern needs, 

and the key role it has played in the development of a Coptic discourse of resistance. 

The overarching compositional process and the narratological structure of the 

Vision tradition are highly dependent on the formula of the homily for its success and 

survival as a teaching cultural tool. Derived from the Greek word homilia, a homily 

means to speak with a person. It signifies a sermon to the Christians in the context of the 

breaking of the bread (―Homily‖).
147

 Scholars like Peder Borgen find pattern in homilies: 
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 Although Origen distinguished between the homily and the sermon on the basis that the first 

was unstructured while the latter had a set structure, other scholars like Peder Borgen disagree 
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the correspondence between opening and closing statements, use of scriptural quotations,  

and paraphrase of key words or phrases from the scriptural quotes (46-51). All, however, 

agree that the homily is the oldest form of preaching. J. M. Neale in Medieval Sermons 

confirms the general consensus that one must preach ―from the heart and to the heart‖ 

(XV). The most defining aspect of the sermon is its obligation to draw the listener in 

through performative means: the sermon as structure exists to render a message 

"tangibly", or "visibly," or ―performatively.‖ The stance and attitude of the speaker is 

what conveys the message, as much as the actual words. Additionally, the speaker 

presents himself as that person on whom ground of experiential authority rests. The 

speaker doesn't have to be erudite (necessarily) to give a successful sermon; but he does 

have to be engaged, and ideally he compels listeners to be as engaged as he is. The Vision 

of Theophilus carries all these defining aspects of a homily and a sermon. Told as a 

sermon, the composition of the older variants mixes both tale and homily into one genre.  

Through the vehicle of the sermon, the narrative of the vision is embedded in the bigger 

structure of the liturgy, which is in turn embedded in the Coptic annual calendar. 

Therefore, The Vision has become a stable element in Copts' formal religious curriculum. 

The sermon as narrative structure is deeply embedded in the larger narrative 

frame of the Vision itself. In the older variants used in this study, Theophilus is said to 

have narrated his vision of the Virgin Mary to the congregation at Qus‘qam as a homily 

in a liturgical sermon. His stated purpose in doing so was not simply to relay the details 

the Virgin passed on to him about the visit of the Holy Family to Egypt, but also to 

                                                                                                                                                 
and find structure and pattern  in the haggadic homily whom they claim was later used as a model 

by the apostles and the Christian preachers. See ―Homily‖ and Borgen. 
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explain why he had changed his mind about building a cathedral on the historic site. 

Further, according to the text of MS V 698, The Vision was first put into writing based 

upon a firsthand aural experience of that narration--as experienced by Cyril, Theophilus' 

nephew and secretary. MS V 698 thus creates a very complex triple narrative framework:  

the narrator of the primary frame is Cyril, whose authority is based on the written word; 

and the second-degree narrator is Theophilus himself, whose authority is both oral/aural 

and experiential (having been the direct witness of the vision itself); and the third 

narrative frame is the Virgin herself who, in appearing to Theophilus, offers him a direct 

recounting of the Holy Family‘s flight to Egypt. We will discuss the importance of 

Mary‘s narrative shortly, but first, in order to address the centrality of the sermon as 

narrative structure, let us consider the two outside narrative frames.  

Following the logic of Cyril‘s comments regarding Theophilus‘ narrative, the 

second-level narration, as told by Theophilus, must have taken the form of first-person 

homily, a firsthand performative narration of this miraculous event enacted in the Coptic 

formula of a liturgy sermon. The narration, as seen in MS V 698 is also structured as a 

homily, albeit no longer in the first person, except when the interlocutor assumes the 

voice of Theophilus or the voice of the Virgin for the purposes of dramatic re-enactment. 

This sequence of narration explains, in the older variants, the sudden change from the 

first to the third person in the middle of the narration without any clear transition. It also 

explains the change of names from one variant to the other. For example, Joseph‘s 

relative who came to warn the family in Qus‘qam about Herod‘s assassination plot is 

called by a different name (Mosas, Yusa, Musa) in each variant depending upon the aural 

recognition of the receiver who later was responsible for the retelling. These minor 
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changes are normal features of the transmission of oral literature and are tolerated by 

Coptic religious authorities who themselves are used to the mechanics of the oral 

tradition.  

As a result of the combination of homily and narrative tale structure, the 

introduction and conclusion of MS V 698 has components of both genres. To conform to 

the Coptic homily structure, the narration starts with thanksgiving, praises and biblical 

references and ends with prayers and thanksgiving.
148

 Meanwhile, in accordance with the 

narrative structure, the introduction also includes elements which position the narrative in 

terms of time, place and occasion. The oldest extant manuscript (MS V 698) uses a first 

person style in addressing the congregation: ―Now my beloved children‖ (Guidi 448). 

The formulaic closing of the sermon is also apparent in this document, as well as in the 

other old variants (Guidi 469). They end with an enumeration of the blessings visited 

upon Qus‘qam, and with prayers for the whole congregation, in accordance with Coptic 

homily structure.  

As we have already seen in close detail, the transmission of the narration of The 

Vision is usually via an oral performance by a priest—more specifically, through the 

formulaic structure of a sermon.  A sermon on The Vision is told during the liturgy on the 

24th Bashans of every year, the day celebrating the visit of the Holy Family to Egypt. In 

Coptic liturgy, the sermon immediately follows the biblical and Synaxarium readings of 

the day. These six other readings are fixed according to a set liturgical cycle, and are 
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 The contemporary Coptic sermon opens with a formulaic invocation of the Holy Spirit and 

closes with formulaic glorification. Its structure is therefore similar to that of the old variants 

(Serapion and Youssef 130). 
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always chosen for their relevance in marking a particular celebratory day. On the 24th 

Bashans, the readings narrate the details of the visit of the Holy Family to Egypt. The 

Synaxarium reading of that day is a summary of the visit based upon The Vision of 

Theophilus(M. N. Monastery 12) and the biblical reading is Mathew 2: 13-23 which 

narrates the biblical account of the Holy Family‘s flight into Egypt (Katameros).
149

 The 

sermon is placed last; this is intended to reinforce the liturgical readings by adding 

additional narrative details focusing on the event‘s historicity, religious meaning and 

significance to the Copts.  

Composing an annual public sermon on the visit of the Holy Family as a part of 

the liturgy highlights multiple functions of The Vision as narrative. First and most 

obviously, the didactic: It teaches the Copts their own religious history by marking the 

day and the occasion; it also teaches the Coptic geography of Egypt since the Holy 

Family‘s trip extends from the north to the south and from the east to the west along the 

Nile with many stops at known cities along the way. Next, the interpretive: The chosen 

liturgical readings help prepare its listeners to better interpret the narration to come, 

laying the groundwork for the sermon‘s wider-ranging expansion on the same topic. 

Finally, the collective: The sermon builds on national honor by casting the visit of Christ 

to Egypt as a special honor to the Copts; the biblical references about Egypt are also 

invoked to pass on the importance of Egypt. It further builds a Coptic identity by 

establishing their honorable role in sheltering Christ from persecution while he saved 

them from paganism. This message helps the Copts cope with their own suffering at the 
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 The Katameros is the liturgical book of the daily readings, the Book of Lectionary of the 

Coptic Church. It is available on line at http://www.suscopts.org/readings/. 
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hands of the colonizers. Perry quotes a Coptic bishop explaining such that, ―Our Lord 

Jesus could have crushed Herod and finished him but he did not for two reasons. He 

escaped from him the human way to show us all how to escape from evil….‖ (219). 

History speaks to the present by example. Hasan also observes the successful 

commercialization of taped hymns and videos of lives of the Coptic heroes, the Egyptian 

saints and martyrs, during the current reign of Pope Shenouda among the Copts and 

asserts that this reproduction of old traditional Coptic hymns and hagiographies and 

popularizing them has helped build a Coptic cultural nationalist identity: ―By generating 

a sense of pride in their ancient heritage, it creates an esprit de corps‖ (203). Children 

grow up to perceive the Coptic martyrs as role models. In this way, much of Coptic 

discourse is structured around the concepts of suffering and martyrdom, thanksgiving and 

future reward.   

But of course the sermon‘s influence extends well beyond the confines of the 

liturgy. The Coptic cultural discourse it helps to create in turn generates a myriad of 

social practices: art, music, hymns, poetry, souvenirs, and food.
150

 Chapter Eight has 

already discussed how the Copts have their own art, music, language--i.e., a whole life 

style that keep them distinct from the rest of the Egyptians who accepted Islamic 

enculturation. Resistance to enculturation by their oppressors is inscribed in these social 

practices, and in the whole ensuing discourse of cultural difference.  
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 For example, following the sermon on the visit of the Holy Family, St. John the Baptist in 

Miami and many other Coptic churches hold a special social dinner in which they serve a Coptic 

meal of Egyptian peasant bread, boiled eggs and salty Egyptian white cheese, which they claim is 

the meal that Christ and the Holy Family had eaten when they reached Egypt, according to the 

tradition. This occasion provides a joyful space for the social practice and reinforcement of 

identity.  
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Let us return to the homily frame structure to examine in detail how the enclosed 

tale of the Vision, with its literary devices and techniques, reinforces Coptic ideology and 

dogma. Framed with the beginning and ending prayers of the homily structure, the 

enclosed tale is presented as a story-within-a-story. Repetitive story patterns are evident 

in the events of the stories linked to the stations where the Holy Family stopped as told 

by the Virgin Mary to Theophilus.  In each station, they encounter a problem that is 

usually resolved by the time they leave that city. Lucette Valensi, in her detailed study La 

Fuite En Egypte, notes the existence of story patterns and examines their presence in the 

different existing accounts of the visit of the Holy Family to Egypt. She explains that the 

stories are patterned around the arrival of the Holy Family to a village where a 

preexisting problem surfaces and is resolved by the intervention of Christ (Valensi 45-

53).  Although her observation about overall narrative arc is correct, the repetitive pattern 

of the plot of The Vision in fact demonstrates many variations. The fine-grained 

patterning of the plot of The Vision is closer to Propp‘s description of interchangeable 

plot functions, or narremes, than it is to Valensi‘s conception of a general single plot. In 

the Proppian narrative model, these functions are used selectively and can be shuffled in 

various orders to produce a number of variations in the plot. This is clearly in evidence in 

our narrative as well. For example, in Ficus, the Holy Family encounters a sick child and 

Christ heals him (Guidi 457). Although this scenario conforms to Valensi‘s description of 

a pre-existing problem resolved by Christ‘s intervention, in other sub-plots, the conflict is 

created by the very presence of the Holy Family where upon Christ‘s arrival in the city, 

its idols fall and evil spirits are angered. The villagers respond by either welcoming 

Christ, or rejecting him (Guidi 456). Another sub-plot revolves around the need of the 
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fugitive family for water, food and shelter as in their first stop at an unnamed city, later 

identified as Farma, after they entered Egypt (Guidi 455). Again, this conflict is either 

resolved by charitable people who offer the Holy Family food or by uncharitable people 

who refuse to help. The city is either blessed or cursed depending upon the nature of its 

people and their response to the request for charity. Other motifs can also be identified, 

like encountering the dangers of the road: in several episodes the family is menaced by 

thieves (Guidi 461); in another, upon Satan‘s further provocation of Herod, the latter 

sends ten soldiers to kill Christ (Guidi 462). The importance of these plot variations lies 

in its replication of real life scenarios that might have actually befallen historic Copts as 

the Holy Family travels through unknown territory. The repetition of one scenario in 

different forms as Valensi suggests where Christ always resolves a pre-existing problem 

would have rendered this story subject to suspicions of fictionalization by its authors in 

the Coptic mind. It would have lost its validity as a historic account in that culture. In a 

more realistic and therefore more believable narration of the story in all variants of the 

Vision, the Virgin Mary tells her flight into Egypt using continuous chronological and 

spatial order. At every stop, she narrates a different realistic scenario that is appropriate to 

the landscape of the station using plot variations involving the same main characters as 

they move through a territory unfamiliar to them but very familiar to their audience. The 

Copts‘ recognition of the cities described by the Virgin plays a big role in grounding this 

story in the reality and history of this culture.  

The main characters of The Vision, Mary, Joseph and Jesus, are articulated 

through static and traditional formulaic biblical structures, acting according to set moral 

boundaries and described via familiar epithets. The sense of variation in the story does 
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not stem from the main characters‘ individual development, but rather from their 

interactions with a variant exotic landscape dotted with huge statues and temples and a 

colorful array of its pagan native and Jewish people and from the twists in the events that 

ensue as a result of these encounters. The narrative brings back to life the Egyptian exotic 

landscape of two thousand years ago, only known to the modern Egyptian reader through 

familiar ruins and tours. It peoples this landscape with its contemporaneous characters 

who interact with it at a time of change providing the reader with a living experience of 

what pagan Egypt was like before Christianity. In fact, as Propp has pointed out, it is the 

fixity of the characters and their limited number that create some of the sensed repetition 

in the story patterns. In the case of the reception of The Vision, it is also, of course, the 

Christian community‘s close knowledge of these same three figures through biblical 

narrative that brings a sense of repetition.  

But of course there is a major difference between The Vision, and actual biblical 

narrative involving the three central figures of Mary, Joseph and Jesus: In The Vision,  

the interior frame story is actually an autobiography, where the Virgin recounts her own 

life. Such narrative positioning is of course foreign to the Bible. Thus, the auditor / reader 

of The Vision becomes privy to a remarkable set of revelations: the details of the Holy 

Family‘s flight into Egypt, and what they found there, but more importantly, Mary‘s 

intimate knowledge of the Holy Family. Specifically, she discusses her attitude towards 

her own marriage to Joseph, her limitations as a young mother, and her motherly 

concerns for her son. The Virgin presents herself as young, inexperienced, helpless, self-

denying and loving and represents Joseph as a tired God-fearing, old man. She represents 

Christ as divine and human, crying and thirsty in one episode. On another occasion, he 
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heals the sick and creates a well. Salome is a represented as a silent servant. The 

representations of the characters in this narration agree with the Copts‘ dogmatic belief in 

the perpetual virginity of Mary, in Joseph‘s role as a God-chosen father and guardian 

figure for both Mary and the divine child, and in Christ‘s miaphysite nature as one God 

of two natures, both fully human and fully divine at the same time.  The characters act 

within these parameters. For example, only Christ performs miracles, often upon his 

mother‘s request, as in the story of their arrival at Qus‘qam (Guidi 462). Christ performs 

miracles for the sake of his mother, but she never performs any herself.   

This intimacy that the reader/ auditor is accorded is also paralleled by the multi-

level narrative frame structure itself. According to Theophilus‘ frame story, he prayed 

directly to Christ for illumination, and the Virgin appeared (448-9). Theophilus is thus a 

direct recipient of a fundamental message in Coptic (and indeed, orthodox Christian 

culture in general): that Mary has the power to serve as intimate intercessor between the 

prayer and Jesus himself.  It is thus no surprise that, in making the point that she is 

appearing on behalf of Christ to carry his message to Theophilus, the Virgin never 

trespasses the limitations of her role as an intercessor. Nor does the narrator ever confuse 

their roles. As for Joseph‘s role, he is by and large portrayed as an old man, easily tired 

and exasperated. For example, he becomes upset when the Virgin chooses the desert over 

the village in Qus‘qam area while she expresses in the story her feelings of gratitude 

towards him because of his role in marrying her, taking her to Egypt and protecting her 

and her divine child (461). There is no semblance of a marital relationship between them, 

even in a friendly exchange of words. Both act as God‘s chosen ones to protect the Child 

and they perform that role exactly. Thus, although the focus of the family triangle always 
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rests squarely on the child Jesus, it is nevertheless Mary who has a visible and active role 

in negotiating between Jesus and the various communities in which they find themselves: 

she seeks out shelter, food and water; she also asks her son to intercede and perform 

miracles, when a population or individual has merited it. This agency on the part of Mary 

is reflected, of course, in her direct narration. 

In a larger context, the theme of most of the sub-plots is the fight between good 

and evil. Good always prevails over evil enforcing Coptic doctrine while building a sense 

of honor in the Copts to have their country, Egypt, chosen by Jesus as his place of abode 

during hiding. Yet the significance of the Egyptian landscape travelled by the Holy 

Family doesn‘t rest on its literary function as the plot‘s setting, but rather on its power 

and authority to root this tradition in Coptic history and geography. The stories are united 

by the hardship of the Egyptian roads, its pagan landscape filled with towering granite 

temples and huge carved gods, its arid desert, and the treacherous navigation of its Nile 

which makes survival challenging. The conflicts are so well rooted in historic, geographic 

and cultural Egypt that it is impossible to separate the stories from their setting. For 

example, water was historically the main challenge for any traveler in Egypt. Egypt relies 

on the Nile as its main source of water and its population is concentrated on its banks. 

Away from the Nile, water is very scarce. The climate is hot from April through 

December. Therefore, the Virgin‘s plea for water and her vivid description of the summer 

weather in the first stages of her trip, after leaving Judea and entering Egypt in the month 

of June, where the Holy Family had to have been somewhere in the Sinai desert, is 

typical of Egypt‘s climate and environment at that time of the year in that area (Guidi 

455). Additionally, the interaction between the Holy Family and the huge distinctive 
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pagan temples of Ancient Egypt is a product of a real experience of the Egyptian 

landscape. In Ashmonaim, upon Christ‘s entry into the city, the story tells us, that the 

temple fell and its Gods fled (456). The ruins of a huge temple in Ashmonaim show 

thorough knowledge of the Egyptian landscape at the time. Modern variants build on this 

kind of physical evidence by researching the authenticity of these traditions through 

locating the stations by their description in The Vision. 

Therefore, the mnemonics of this tradition is in complete harmony with its culture 

of production. Further, the fixed geographical route along the Nile acts as an excellent 

stabilizing and mnemonic visual device for the Copts who were, and are, naturally 

familiar with the topography of their own land. The biblical formulaic characters and the 

repetitive story patterns ensure that Coptic narrators and audience are able to learn the 

story and facilitate its memorization and oral transmission. Additionally, embedding the 

narration in Coptic culture and dogma as explained above helps both narrators and 

listeners act as auditors of its cultural and religious authenticity. They can easily spot any 

foreign element in contradiction with the geography of their country, religious beliefs and 

culture. The Coptic community therefore becomes a guardian of the tradition that is 

always counterchecked against such elements as the real physical landscape, dogma, 

culture, history and the biblical records. In an interview with Father Daniel of Alexandria, 

author of The Life of St. Joseph the Carpenter, he said that Coptic oral tradition is always 

being cross checked with the Bible and the writings of the Church Fathers.  

The narrative themes of The Vision also embody Coptic morality and ideology of 

the fourth century onwards, following centuries of Roman martyrdom. After converting 

to Christianity in the first four centuries of the common era, the Copts suffered great 
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martyrdom at the hands of the pagan Romans. Later they were persecuted by the Melkites 

and the Muslims. In response to these events, the Coptic calendar starts with the era of 

the martyrs, as explained in Chapter I of this study. Therefore, the conflict with paganism 

narrated in The Vision of Theophilus and its resolution through Christ‘s divine power 

―which made the granite temples fall‖ speaks both to the Coptic audience of the 

fourth/fifth century who experienced direct martyrdom, and also to the Copts in later 

centuries—even to this day--who experienced religious and cultural persecution. The 

resolution of the conflict through Christ‘s divine intervention provides a viable solution 

to persecution in any time period. Moreover, the setting juxtaposes strongly binary 

elements: the power and the pride of the great temples with the humility of the historic 

church at Qus‘qam where the Holy Family stayed; the aggressiveness and violence of the 

pagan priests with the apparent gentleness and meekness of the child Christ who is 

carried and fed--although he in fact represents ultimate power. This juxtaposition of 

binary opposites serves on the one hand to solidify group identity by positing a ―them‖ 

against which an ―us‖ can be defined. One the other, it can also perhaps function as an 

invocation of the conceptual changes required of the Copts in order to embrace 

Christianity. Coptic religious belief, as a branch of Christianity, believes that ultimate 

power resides in humility and weakness, not in grand man-made buildings or shows of 

power and wealth. Like the historic church, contemporary Coptic churches are humble 

buildings, and nothing like Al-Karnak or Abu Simbel or the pyramids of the Ancient 

Egyptians.  This Christian philosophy has armed the Copts with effective ideology for 

resistance, and they frequently evoke it on their everyday dealings. In many cases fearless 

of state power, and acting as good Christians, the Copts believe that in being Christ-like, 
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suffering and humble; they have more power than their oppressors. Resolving everyday 

problems peacefully is thus, not surprisingly, apparent in many sub-plots of the Vision, as 

when Christ heals the son of the carpenter or provides a well for his family and for the 

village to drink from and to heal their diseases.  

The well as prominent feature of the landscape serves as focal point around which 

many of these themes and subthemes crystallize. The well is of course human technology 

as applied to the geographic landscape. It requires human intervention to achieve, but 

cannot be put into place without underlying physical elements (the presence of a source 

of water). Little wonder, then, that it is so often the figure of Christ who finds, creates, 

and/or mandates the building of wells. Christ‘s dual nature as both human actor and 

divine intercessor is inscribed into the landscape itself, via the well. And the well as 

source of water is another strong symbol of Christ himself, and the potential of new life 

through resurrection. But political and ideological resistance is further inscribed in the 

Christianization of the landscape in other ways as well. Indeed, according to The Vision, 

Christ left his marks wherever he stopped along the length of the Nile. He rooted plants 

in Meer; he created several wells and left his handprint on Mount Al- Tayr (Guidi 455); 

Egyptian plants and mountains worshipped him (455). Wherever he walked became holy 

Coptic grounds. Since the Holy Family travelled almost all the length and breadth of the 

habitable land of Egypt, the narration effectively Christianizes all of Egypt. Each station 

along the route thus acquired Coptic landmarks that are not to be parted with.  

Copts have in fact built a church on the very site of Christ‘s visit in every station. 

In wondering ―Serait-ce un discours de resistance?‖ [Is this a discourse of resistance?] 

Valensi puts her finger on the key role played by the link drawn by the Vision between 
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the landscape and the ideology of resistance. The Christianization of the landscape forms 

the basis for political yet peaceful ongoing resistance on the grounds of claim to the land. 

Copts live in the shadow of their martyr saints and churches built on sites visited by the 

Holy Family. Hasan also sees the land as a primary means through which Copts resist 

Muslims. In particular, she cites the Pope‘s conflict with the Egyptian President Anwar 

Sadat in the 1970s when the latter accused the Coptic Pope of plotting to secede with the 

South of Egypt and establish a political Coptic nation. The Coptic Pope responded 

forcefully, saying such a thing would not happen because the Copts are attached to all of 

Egypt. They have churches and monasteries all over Egypt from the North to the South 

and they have no intention of giving up any.  Hasan remarks: 

It is this mnemonic map that President Sadat was unable to make out, 

because like many of his Muslim compatriots he did not undertake this 

enterprise equipped with the necessary cultural baggage. When Sadat, 

among others accused the Copts of trying to set up a nation of their own, 

he was not wrong. That nation, however, was not a geographical entity 

with a capital in the Upper Egyptian province of Asyut, as he conceived it. 

Its topography was invisible to him, because it lay in the religio-cultural 

realm. The politics Copts were engaged in was a different sort of politics, 

namely a politics of identity. (10) 

The preservation of the narration of The Vision keeps alive for the Copts their history and 

their culture, which in turn has kept intact the Christian Coptic landscape that they live in. 

For contemporary Copts who live in Egypt, their national religious identity is affirmed 

through daily physical interaction.  
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The Vision of Theophilus has clearly had far-reaching effects on Coptic identity, 

but a literary scholar might well wonder how the genre of the Vision is received in the 

modern context. What changes have been made to it, and how have these changes 

modified its reception? What generic alterations have accrued through forced contact 

with modern scientific culture? I have identified a primary text, known as The Homily of 

the Church of the Rock and provided in Table C of Chapter V of this study.  Composed 

on The Vision‘s model, this text will serve as counterpoint to the Vision as narrative 

model. Through a detailed narrative comparison, we will see that by the sixth century, in 

fact, The Vision of Theophilus had already succeeded in establishing a uniquely Coptic 

literary genre on the subject of the visit of the Holy Family. The narration strategies and 

plot units of The Homily and The Vision are unmistakably similar.  

Even at first glance, the parallels between the central narrative details of The 

Homily and that of The Vision are striking. The Homily concerns a similar appearance of 

the Virgin Mary,  this time to Timothy of Aelurus, twenty-sixth Patriarch of Alexandria 

(450-72 A.D.), with the purpose of divulging news about the Holy Family‘s visit to that 

site. The two stories start and proceed in a similar sequence. The Homily, like The Vision, 

also uses the homily/framed story as narrative strategy. It starts the narration by a series 

of references to all the holy rocks in the bible with the purpose of proving that the rock in 

Gabel Al-Tayr is no less than any of these but is actually more holy than the two rocks of 

Jerusalem. The Vision also starts with a series of comparison between Mount Qus‘qam 

and the holy mountains in the Bible, also concluding that Mount Qus‘qam is no less holy 

than the Mount of Horeb and Sinai where God appeared.  
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The plot proceeds in an almost identical fashion. Both patriarchs reach the holy 

site and pray to Christ for a vision concerning the building of a church on the site. They 

both, then, see a vision of the Virgin Mary although they both prayed to Christ without 

asking for the appearance of a particular saint. The Virgin appears in both narratives 

accompanied by the angels, introduces herself, and begins with Christ‘s birth in 

Jerusalem, the massacre of the innocent, and proceeds with the details of the Holy 

Family‘s flight to Egypt. She narrates certain events of her flight in some of the stations 

where the Holy Family stopped and Christ‘s miracles there, focusing on the events that 

occurred on the site where she is appearing. The Virgin urges both Patriarchs to record 

their visions and gives instructions that have to do with the building of a church on the 

site. After the narration of the vision is completed, a new narration about the consecration 

of a church follows in which Christ undertakes the consecration himself, similar to the 

consecration of the house at Qus‘qam. Similar to the story of Moses who warned the 

Holy Family in Qus‘qam and died there, the plot digresses to tell the story of a Syrian 

Bishop who came to meet with Timothy to acknowledge his faith, but six days later died 

as a saint and was buried there (Boud'hors and Botros, L'Homelie 158). Similar to The 

Vision, a deacon, named Boutros, records The Homily, rather than the Patriarch himself.  

The overarching themes are also identical. The Homily of the Church of the Rock seeks to 

exalt the ―rock‖ as a site blessed by Christ just as The Vision seeks to exalt Mount 

Qus‘qam as a site blessed by Christ. The building of a church on site is negotiated in both 

narratives.  Both narratives end with establishing an altar and a church in the location of 

the vision. The two narrations explain the special significance of the altars on both sites 

marking the miraculous events of the visit of the Holy Family and the special blessing of 
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these locations. And the occasion of both visions is also similar. Each patriarch was on a 

trip for a different purpose when he stops at the exact site of the visit of the Holy Family 

and experiences a vision in the same location. Although the whole area is blessed because 

the Holy Family walked in it, each narration singles out a particular spot: The Vision 

singles out the small room which housed the Holy Family, and The Homily of the Church 

of the Rock singles out a rock touched by Christ and still bearing his hand print.  

However, extreme similarity in narrative plot structure and units doesn‘t always 

translate to extreme similarity in content. The Homily of the Church of the Rock tells a 

completely different story about a different site formerly mentioned in The Vision of 

Theophilus where Christ left the mark of his palm on a rock along the way. The plot units 

are organized to follow the model of The Vision, but don‘t relate to each other in exactly 

the same way that they relate to each other in The Vision. For example, the beginning 

prophecies in The Vision are fulfilled by Christ‘s visit to Mount Qus‘qam. The biblical 

references to rocks at the beginning of The Homily are only used for analogy, and The 

Homily doesn‘t claim fulfillment of biblical prophecies on its site. Moses came to rescue 

the Holy Family. The Syrian Bishop, who visited the site of the rock, died, and was 

buried there had nothing to do with the Holy Family‘s visit. Christ consecrated the 

historic Church in Qus‘qam, and the consecration of a church in The Homily has nothing 

to do with the consecration of the Church of the Rock since the patriarch was on his way 

to consecrate a different church further south. These differences in content show that the 

author of The Homily consciously collected story units similar to those of The Vision but 

belonging instead to the site of the rock, fitting them together to create a story of the same 

genre about his specific site.  At the same time, the author is careful to pay homage to 



260 

The Vision of Theophilus. In fact, inside The Homily itself, the Virgin tells Timothy that 

she has already said the same thing to Theophilus – and the narrative authority of The 

Homily is thus confirmed through the sanctity of The Vision (Boud'hors and Botros, 

L'Homelie B 112R).  

Previous scholarship, particularly that by Boud‘hors and Boutros, has observed 

that The Homily of the Church of the Rock is interdependent on The Vision. It builds on 

The Vision‘s authenticity, prestige, and success in bringing a local site (Qus‘qam) to 

fame.  Some parts of The Homily of the Church of the Rock, such Ashmonaim‘s episode 

(B 106R) and Moses‘ story (110R), clearly can‘t be understood without reference to The 

Vision.  Some stations briefly mentioned in The Vision, like Bisous, Bardona and Gabl 

Al- Tayr, are detailed in The Homily of the Church of the Rock. The narrator of The 

Homily of the Church of the Rock also attempts to fill some of the gaps in Theophilus‘ 

narration (Boud'hors and Botros, ―La Sainte Famille‖ 65). Although The Homily of the 

Church of the Rock is composed using an identical strategy to The Vision of Theophilus, 

it attempts to keep a separate identity for its location by choosing ―the rock‖ as its holy 

designator, although Gabl Al-Tayr is also a mount. Its name translates to ―Al-Tayr 

Mount.‖ Presumably, the narrator wanted the area to be known by the rock in order to 

distinguish it more fully from Mount Qus‘qam (66). 

The very fact of an established Coptic literary genre whose explicit focus is the 

traditions of the Holy Family in Egypt shows that as early as the sixth century The Vision 

of Theophilus formed an integral part of Coptic communal oral knowledge. Not only does 

The Homily of the Church of the Rock show the popularity of The Vision, but it also 

reveals the resilience of the tradition, and its resistance to erosion. Oral traditions that 
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have these qualities become more readily entrenched in the culture‘s history, and more 

likely to form the basis of resilient cultural and political resistance discourses against any 

dominating culture of colonization. 

Yet, of course, preferred narrative structure changes over time and across 

geographic distances. Table A of this study shows at a first glance that the four older 

variants differ dramatically in their overall arching narrative structure from the three 

modern renditions. On one hand, the older variants, geared towards oral narration with 

The Vision of Theophilus as their focus, use two main narratological composition 

strategies: the homily and the tale of the vision. On the other hand, the three modern 

renditions do not use the homily framing strategy, nor do they focus on The Vision of 

Theophilus. Textually based, they are comprehensive research works about the visit of 

the Holy Family. Although, each mentions The Vision of Theophilus as ―the‖ source of 

the Copt‘s knowledge about the visit of the Holy Family, they use many other later 

sources.
151

 In the modern renditions, the focus is on the whole long route taken by the 

Holy Family with its many stations. During the narration of the events that took place 

along the route The Vision is told in summary form at Qus‘qam station. The three modern 

variants are published books. They are meant to be read rather than narrated. Bishop 

Gregorious‘ rendition was also abridged and produced as an audiotape. Additionally, my 

own experiences of several modern 24th of Bashans Coptic sermons also show that 

                                                 
151

 There are other homilies recognized by the Coptic Church today as sources about the Holy 

Family‘s visit, such as the homilies of Zacharia Bishop of Sakha and of Cyriacus, Bishop of 

Bahnasa (Gregorious 81). Medieval historical accounts, like that of Abu El-Makarem titled The 

Churches and Monasteries of Egypt and several others, are listed in the bibliography of each 

modern rendition. For further information, see Salih.  
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today‘s oral performances are more comprehensive, and more route-oriented. In other 

words, they are similar in scope and structure to the modern narrations, although they 

retain the old sermon‘s formulaic composition. Father Mikhael of the Church of St. Mary, 

Miami confirmed this fact. In an interview, he acknowledged that the whole route is now 

the core of the message, while The Vision of Theophilus is only mentioned in passing 

when the story sequence of Qus‘qam‘s station is narrated.  

The new renditions adapt to the scientific age in which they are reproduced and 

engage twentieth century audience by employing historic, textual, archeological and 

linguistic research. Each of the three modern renditions used in this research follows a 

different scholarly scientific research strategy. Dr. Otto Meinardus, an American Coptic 

scholar and priest who published his rendition in Egypt, combines all available historical 

textual resources like the Armenian Infancy Gospel and other infancy gospels in addition 

to Coptic resources like The Vision with Coptic oral traditions that he collected during his 

fieldwork. Nuns of MarGirgis Monastery research the historical Coptic name of each 

location and its etymology to revive the old Coptic history and show its link to the current 

corrupt Arabic name and its originary basis in the visit of the Holy Family. For example, 

they cite names of Egyptian cities like the modern Arabic ―Dakados,‖ and suggest that it 

is a corruption of ―Theotokos‖ in reference to the visit of the Mother of God to this spot 

(30). They also research the history of each station, citing the most recent archeological 

finds of the remains of churches to ground the narration details in physical evidence. 

Following this research strategy, they were able to reclaim many sites and to restore them 

to the map of the visit, hence to the map of Coptic Egypt. Similarly, Al-Muharraq 

Monastery‘s rendition, prepared by Bishop Gregorious of Coptic Scientific Research, 
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follows the same scientific research methodology while expanding the route and adding 

historical accounts and archeological finds where appropriate. All three modern 

renditions attempt to find the most exact route taken by the Holy Family. All three rely 

on The Vision of Theophilus for the skeleton of their route and narrative and flesh it out 

with extra stops from different resources without changing the initial route mentioned in 

the older variants. All three modern renditions reconcile their research findings with the 

details of The Vision. For example, the older variants of The Vision say the Holy Family 

returned directly from Mount Qus‘qam to Jerusalem, but an oral tradition says that the 

Holy Family passed by Asyut, a city south of  Qus‘qam. Bishop Gregorious is careful to 

reconcile the two accounts by explaining that Qus‘qam was their last station after which 

they returned to Jerusalem via Asyut since it was the only port of departure to the north in 

the area (87). None of the three variants is at odds with any of the older accounts; on the 

contrary, they build upon the old variants and use each other as a resource.   

 Although the modern textual renditions drop the homily format and substitute it 

with a factual introduction about Egypt‘s historic and prophetic role in the Bible, and its 

significance to the larger Christian community, their objective is to authenticate the older 

variants and to ground The Vision of Theophilus in Coptic history, language, geography, 

archeology, and culture.  Following these scientific research strategies, they strengthen, 

expand and publicize the discourse of resistance embedded in the older variants of The 

Vision of Theophilus. The next chapter studies the changes in the oral tradition as a result 

of the passage of time or diffusion to other cultures, examining how the changes function 

in colonial resistance discourse. 
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10. Changes in the Tradition 

 

This chapter is devoted to the many dimensions of change that have affected The Vision 

of Theophilus as a result of the passage of time and the text‘s diffusion to nearby Ethiopic 

and Syriac cultures. Since oral traditions are products of their cultures, they change with 

the passage of time and by diffusion to other places and other cultures. In this chapter, the 

effects of the passage of time on The Vision are studied through a comparison between 

the old variants and the modern narrations, as shown in Table B of this study. The study 

of the effects of the change of locale is based upon a comparison between The Vision‘s 

modern narration in Qus‘qam, its modern narration among the immigrant Coptic 

population in Miami, the newly founded Coptic Church in Bolivia, and three modern 

textual renditions used in this study and published in Cairo. The changes noted in this 

chapter do not change either the essential message of The Vision or its stability, but are 

new formulaic narrative structures that correspond to the socio-economic and political 

conditions of their time and place. In fact The Vision’s adaptability to time and place 

ensured its continuation and its effective contribution to the discourse of political 

resistance. A comparison between the old variants and the new publications reveals the 

reshaping and restructuring of the tradition to absorb information from different areas like 

archeology, language and customs making the new narration more plausible to the 

modern audience. The Vision of Theophilus boasts a history of sixteen hundred years. 
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We, therefore, have the opportunity to study its expansion and change from its early form 

to its modern shape and size as a result of the passage of time.  

Scholarship on memory and how it functions helps explain changes in 

remembering the past. Werner Kelber notes that modern narrations of old traditions 

should be perceived as new memory-created structures serving the function of rhetorical 

persuasion when recounting the past to a modern audience (Kelber 2).  He adds that the 

past is often selectively remembered to reappropriate it for the communal needs of the 

present (Kelber 3).  Memory does not provide exact recall, but remembers the past in 

such a way that it is meaningful to the present. In a separate field study of oral traditions 

as history,  Vansina describes the process of recalling and retelling of old oral traditions 

through the image of a vast pool of knowledge which exists in communal memory.  One 

draws from this vast pool during the process of recollection, and according to the need of 

the moment. Oral tradition exists at all times in that communal pool, which is necessary 

for the continuity of culture and social propagation from one generation to the next.  He 

calls this communal pool the ―corpus of information‖ and clarifies that memory is not a 

storage system; instead,  ―remembering is an activity, a recreation of what once was. It 

uses for this purpose not just this or that bit of information, but everything available in 

the information pool that is needed in this circumstance, reshaped as needed for this 

particular re-creation ‖ (Oral 147).   

Unlike memorized speeches, the information in the corpus can mix with other 

items and absorb information from other sources. And the mind has a tendency to tag 

information that is older than one‘s own lifetime as ―traditional‖ regardless of whether 

the source of the information was a member of a previous generation or a contemporary. 
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The traditional tag is also used for a memory of a memory, which can be something heard 

from someone else. Vansina concludes thus: ―Inputs into reality are not confined to 

material heard from members of a previous generation, but may include speculation and 

commentaries about the past from contemporaries‖ (149). Information from 

contemporaries can be gained through casual conversation, written sources and foreign 

oral sources. All of this information enters the pool and will be fused with older 

information. Importantly, information doesn‘t flow from a single person to another, since 

each performance engages an audience. Instead, the information in the pool is communal. 

Members of the same community attend the same performance and communicate about 

it. Whatever extra information a member knows  through access to a written source, for 

example, will be added to the pool and will become a piece of communal knowledge 

shared among the group; it too may surface during each new act of recollection in a 

performance. The longer the time frame, the more information that gets deposited in the 

pool. A tradition that is 100 years old will change when it becomes 1000 years old by 

virtue of the sheer bulk of information accumulated about it. D. Heneige notes in Oral 

Historiography that written material finds its way into oral traditions through ―feedback.‖ 

This feedback is added to the tradition. Heneige thus concludes that there is no oral 

tradition that is not ―contaminated‖ in this sense today (Henige 80-7). 

Vansina explains that what is true for writing is true for other oral resources as 

well. It is not only external and concrete referents such as archaeological sites and 

monuments that are integrated into tradition, but such social practices as language and 

customs as well. Speculation on information is also sometimes accepted and added to the 

tradition. Vansina‘s observation is particularly applicable to the modern oral narrative 
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tradition of The Vision in America, Bolivia and Cairo, and the three modern textual 

renditions used in this study. The changes in the textual tradition also appeared in the 

modern oral performances, as we shall see below.  

Examples of additions in all three modern textual variants used in this study are 

apparent in the story of Musa or Yusa at Qus‘qam. As evidenced by The Homily of the 

Church of the Rock‘s Coptic codex, this episode is one of the oldest parts of the tradition 

of The Vision of Theophilus. The old variants narrate the story of Musa, a Jewish relative 

of Joseph, who ran from Jerusalem to Qus‘qam to warn the Holy Family about Herod‘s 

ten soldiers sent to locate and kill the divine child in Egypt. Musa arrives on time before 

the arrival of Herod‘s soldiers to the Holy Family at Qus‘qam, dies, and is buried there by 

Joseph. In the old variants, the story ends here. The modern renditions add ―feedback‖ or 

new evidence that seek to prove the authenticity of the story by creating a more 

rhetorically convincing narrative for the modern rational reader who might well be 

swayed by scientific skepticism and seek physical evidence.  Twentieth century 

audiences differ substantially, of course, from a fourth or fifth century audience (or even 

a seventeenth or eighteenth century one) by virtue of their educational training and their 

frame of mind. Two of the modern variants, Bishop Gregorious‘ account and the 

Monastery of MarGirgis narration, add that Church tradition confirms the existence of 

Yusa‘s grave. As proof for this confirmation, Bishop Gregorious cites ritual manuscript 

number 13D/19 in Al-Muharraq‘s Manuscript library which states that during the rounds 

of the feast of the cross, the priests and the monks must pass by Yusa‘s grave in the ninth 

station (Al-Muharraq 82). Gregarious also adds that Joseph inscribed in Hebrew, on 

Yusa‘s gravestone, that he, Joseph the Carpenter of Nazareth, the servant of this great 
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mystery, has stayed there with his fiancée Mary, the Virgin and Salome and the God of 

Glory for six months and ten days (81). The MarGirgis Monastery account also mentions 

the same information (M. N. Monastery 105-6).The two additional anecdotes aim at 

including all that is known about this part of the tradition, regardless of whether the 

source is The Vision of Theophilus or not. Otto Meinardus in The Holy Family in Egypt 

also adds his comments to the original story. He says that Yusa‘s spirit has become the 

guardian of the house against evil spirits (57). All three modern authors accumulate 

information in addition to the original story and incorporate it in their new textual 

renditions. This process happens with every episode in the story, whether it is recorded in 

a written publication or narrated in an oral Coptic sermon, and this results in a much 

longer, more ―modernly‖ persuasive narrative. 

The actual history of the monastery and archeological dating of the church has 

also made its way into the tradition. Each of our three modern authors pauses to tell the 

reader about the history of the monastery and attempts to date the historic church. Bishop 

Gregorious adds a section about Pachomius and the history of Cenobitic monasticism to 

explain the history of Al-Muharraq Monastery. He explains how the monastery was 

established in the fourth century by the sons of Pachomius, but adds that the historic 

church belongs to the first century AD and that it corresponds to the same room where 

the Holy Family resided (Al-Muharraq 110). Meinardus mentions the same tradition but 

adds that the current church may date to the twelfth or thirteenth century AD (The Holy 

Family 58).   

Etymology of Coptic name places has also made its way into the tradition. Bishop 

Gregorious (99) and Mar-Girgis Monastery (101) explain the Coptic etymology of the 
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word Qus‘qam as mummification using the halfa plant. Both take the opportunity to 

inform the reader about the desolate nature of the area. In other places, the etymology of 

the Coptic names or its corrupted Arabic variant reveals its link to Christ and to the visit 

of the Holy Family, like their visit to modern day Sakha which was once known as Bikha 

Isos, meaning Christ‘s heel, after a rock in the area said to have the imprint of Christ‘s 

heel (M. N. Monastery 35; Meinardus, The Holy 34; Gregorious, Al-Muharraq 58). 

Bishop Gregorious‘ account provides more of the etymology and history of the Coptic 

names than MarGirgis Monastery‘s narrative, and both provide more than Meinardus‘.
152

 

Most of this information is unrecorded because of colonization. It is stored in oral 

tradition. 

In older variants, identification of unnamed places through their descriptions and 

attributes also made its way into the tradition.  An example of this kind of identification 

appears in a short episode present in all the old variants: Right before the arrival of the 

Holy Family at Qus‘qam, Jesus is said to have arrived to an unnamed location and 

planted an olive tree. In the three modern variants used in this study, the unnamed 

location is identified consistently as the small village of Meer. The land of this village is 

very fertile and its people are known, therefore, to be prosperous. In the new variants, this 
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 Although one might well conclude that Coptic monastic authors who have wider access to 

their own culture and history are naturally more able to provide insider information about the 

change of names and the etymology of the Coptic names as compared to a cultural ―outsider‖ like 

Dr. Meinardus, one must also consider the question of scholarly proof. Finding enough scholarly 

proof to confirm a veritable etymological chain is often difficult even in circumstances where 

written records were deliberately kept; in the Copts‘ historic culture of oral transmission, finding 

substantial and traditional forms of academic proof for etymological tracings might never be 

possible.  This is in fact the value of the current study:  in taking oral tradition as an object of 

careful study, the written record can be responsibly augmented to provide more details about key 

narratives, and key narrative details, under consideration. 
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fertility and prosperity is accounted for by the blessing of Christ who was well received 

there and who planted an olive tree in their land. One of the modern narrations adds an 

Egyptian saying involving this village which exposes its reputation as prosperous, ―The 

cursed is cursed even if he plants in Meer‖ (M. N. Monastery 101). The addition of this 

common saying seeks to provide further proof of the events as given by the tradition. It is 

important to note that modern narrations have been restructured so as to identify cursed 

sites with destroyed cities that didn‘t survive, and blessed sites with prosperous cities. 

This identification shows that the whole Egyptian landscape around the route is now read 

closely through the lens of The Vision. The economy and the status of a particular village 

or city on the route is understood to be rooted in its history in the story of The Vision and 

is presented as being directly linked to how they interacted with the Holy Family and 

Christ‘s response to this interaction.   

This change in the tradition through the addition of names of places identified 

over time as blessed or cursed by Christ played a key role in the development of a strong 

discourse of resistance to colonization.
153

 As mentioned above, Meer is the village 

identified in the modern renditions as the unnamed location of the older variants where 

Christ planted an olive tree. Its Coptic residents today identify their village as the one 

blessed by Christ in The Vision.  Additionally, Meer is also one of the few villages that 

                                                 
153

 The following interaction provides a personal footnote to this observation. In the summer of 

2008, while working on this research, I met Miriam Farag, an eleven-year-old Coptic girl from 

the village of Meer, who had recently immigrated to the United States with her parents. When I 

expressed interest in speaking to her grandparents, the girl told me that her grandmother refused 

to immigrate to America because she didn‘t want to leave her village, which had been personally 

blessed by Christ. Although of course the grandmother‘s real reasons for not wanting to leave 

cannot be known, it is worth observing that the stated reason given invoked The Vision‘s 

tradition, and linked it to extreme pride in the Coptic identity of the Egyptian landscape. 
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still has a quite sizeable Coptic population, revealing stronger resistance to Islamization. 

The link between strong national identification through oral tradition and resistance to 

cultural colonization is demonstrated in the history of these places, and in actual 

demographic trends. In sum, current and historical additions to the Vision's larger oral 

tradition is clearly responsible for building a strong independent and unique subject 

position for the Coptic members of this community. In making it difficult for the 

colonizing Arab Muslims to inscribe cultural change on them,  this subject position gave 

them control over their own history and culture and helped create a space for them to 

resist Islamic culture. Additionally, since the history inscribed by the visit of the Holy 

Family is divine from a Coptic perspective, the belief that villages are economically and 

socially blessed--or cursed--because of the visit of Christ can be evoked as a very specific 

form of ideological resistance which is beyond the economic and political control of the 

state.   

The changes in the tradition in the new variant incorporated Coptic ideology 

which seeks to read Coptic history and Egyptian topography in light of The Vision.  Copts 

believe their forefathers built churches, in the name of the Holy Family, at every station 

where the Holy Family is said to have stopped and blessed the place. MarGirgis 

Monastery‘s modern rendition records the history of the churches in every station and 

uses the existence of old churches or their ruins as a proof of the oral tradition of the visit 

of the Holy Family to that location. These additions, along with the restructuring of the 

narration to tie the landscape and the economic status of the area to The Vision and the 

Holy Family‘s visit, creates a cultural, historical, geographical and economic Coptic 

Christian profile for every location providing a strong medium of resisting Islamic 
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enculturation. It also, we should note, provides an actual cultural and geographic space 

for economic exchange and stimulus, through the form of pilgrimage travel and 

participation in local fairs. 

As Vansina notes, the corpus of the tradition is never ―totally closed‖ (Oral 150). 

With the passage of time, more information, more stories, more miracles, more 

archeological finds, etc. will be added. The tradition will continue to be restructured to 

address the need of the time of its retelling. But although oral tradition, like language, is 

dynamic and in constant dialogue with cultural conditions, The Vision's core message and 

values remain stable. Its stability is maintained also in spite of omission of certain 

elements. On the topic of omission of narrative units, Vansina explains, ―There is the 

known tendency of the mind in memory to reconstruct a coherent discourse. This leads  

to structuring of the same topics over and over again so that they become more 

meaningful in terms of the worldview of the culture in question‖ (Oral 171). The key 

word in this quotation is ―worldview of the culture.‖ The worldview of the culture 

changes with time and with location. The worldview in the monastery is essentially 

different from that of Egypt's urban areas; further, those Copts living in Egypt have a 

different worldview from those living in the United States.  This congruity between the 

oral tradition and the culture of the time and place indicates that oral tradition 

corresponds to the specific instances and conditions of its retelling. 

A significant instance of omission of a complete narrative sequence occurs in the 

modern oral narrations of The Vision of Theophilus in America and Bolivia, and in two of 

the textual modern variants produced in Cairo used in this study. (Notably, only the 

textual variant produced by Qus‘qam Monastery, where the tradition was born sixteen 
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hundred years ago, has retained that sequence.) In the older variants, the Virgin Mary,  

having concluded her story about the Holy Family‘s visit to Egypt, starts to tell 

Theophilus a new story about a second visit to Egypt that Christ has undertook after his 

resurrection. The Virgin recounts that she was in Mary the mother of Mark‘s house 

together with the disciples talking to them about her suffering, when Jesus suddenly 

appeared in their midst and informed her that he would consecrate the house in Qus‘qam 

where they have stayed for six months as a church. They miraculously reach Qus‘qam in 

Egypt and Jesus starts to consecrate the church himself, showing the disciples how to 

perform the ritual of church consecration.  To please his disciples, Christ brought the 

parents of the apostles, raising those who were dead. Peter performed the liturgy and they 

all received Holy Communion. After that they all returned to their respective lives in 

Jerusalem.  

This sequence comes at the end of the story where the Virgin offers information 

that Theophilus did not already know, and that he didn‘t ask about. Although related to 

the site and narration, this story is not a part of the oral tradition about which he asked at 

the beginning of The Vision. (Theophilus had prayed to Christ to help him build the 

church and to learn about the visit of the Holy Family to Egypt.) Thus, at the beginning 

of The Vision, we are told that Theophilus paid the house-turned-church a visit because 

he had heard of the oral tradition of the visit of the Holy Family to that very spot. The 

consequences for modern Coptic theology are clear: The additional story about the 

consecration of the church cannot be cross checked or verified from any other source; in 

addition, there is no biblical reference or prophecy that supports it. And there was no oral 

tradition concerning the consecration of the church by Christ himself before The Vision of 
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Theophilus. Since oral traditions in the Coptic Church are verified by cross checking 

them with the Bible and the sayings of the church fathers, and an oral tradition is 

considered reliable when it is supported by several sources and is in agreement with the 

biblical teachings, determining the veracity of such episodes is problematic. To this point, 

Father Daniel, author of Joseph the Carpenter, has explained the Coptic Church‘s stance 

on oral tradition. He said that the church recognizes that things are added to the oral 

tradition and sometimes some things are removed from the tradition if the information is 

suspect. To make a definitive judgment, the church forms a committee to review the 

suspect section and make a decision. Father Daniel was once on one of those committees 

and he explained that it is usually difficult to reach a decision because the Coptic Church 

accepts the miraculous; therefore reason alone is insufficient to remove a tradition that 

has already entered the corpus. About the narrative sequence concerning Christ‘s 

consecration of the church at Qus‘qam, Father Daniel said we have to accept it because 

we accept the rest of The Vision about the visit of the Holy Family.  

In a separate interview with Bishop Youssef of Bolivia, he indicated that he had 

never heard of the part concerning Christ‘s second visit to Egypt to consecrate Qus‘qam‘s 

church of the tradition (B. Youssef, Bishop of Bolivia). Bishop Youssef, who started an 

evangelical Coptic church in Bolivia six years ago, comes from St. Boula‘s Monastery in 

the Red Sea desert, an area different from that of Al-Muharraq Monastery in the eastern 

desert. Father Timothy of the Coptic Church of Miami remarked that the altar of the 

Qus‘qam historic church was consecrated by Christ touching it as a child, and added that 

the saints are always present in every consecration; the story is not to be taken literally. 

Bishop Youssef of the Southern United States informed me that there are two opinions in 
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the Coptic Church about this episode. Pope Shenouda, the current Coptic patriarch, has 

his doubts about its literal sense. He supports a spiritual interpretation in opposition to a 

literal understanding, an opinion similar to that of Father Timothy. On the other hand, 

Bishop Gregorious, who worked on putting together a route for the Holy Family‘s visit in 

Al-Muharraq Monastery, and the author of one of the modern renditions used in this 

study, was of the opinion that this episode did literally happen. In conclusion, there is 

general consensus that this part of the tradition is suspect and this is therefore a primary 

reason why it is omitted in some modern retellings, if not all. Bishop Youssef of  the 

Southern United States was comfortable discussing this division, which he explained 

away as a harmless intellectual discussion since it doesn‘t affect what matters: Orthodox 

dogma. Bishop Youssef added that oral traditions lend themselves to this kind of 

discussion because of their retellings in different social and intellectual contexts. In the 

context of identity articulation, the fact that this omission is taking place in some variants 

and not others without serious repercussions proves the solidity as well as the flexibility 

of the tradition of the Vision as a means of articulating Coptic identity at different times 

and in different places.  

Comparison between the old variants and the new renditions showed that all four 

old variants contain this sequence, whereas only one of the three modern renditions 

retains it. Although V MS 698 is missing the last part, the last sentence about the 

apostles‘ return to Jerusalem clearly indicates that the consecration is a part of it too 

(Guidi 466).  The modern publications of Otto Meinardus and of MarGirgis Monastery 

omit this sequence, although they both mention that the church is the first church in all of 

Egypt(M. N. Monastery 102; Meinardus, The Holy Family in Egypt 58). Only Al-
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Muharraq Monastery‘s rendition authored by Bishop Gregarious retains that sequence 

and insists on its authenticity in its publications. In their 1995 second edition of the book 

titled Mount Qus’qam Monastery, the author added a section titled ―The First Liturgy: 

Truth or Folklore?‖ (62). In that section, he addresses skeptics of that tradition and 

confirms that it is true. One has to note that the consecration of the historic Church on 6th 

Hathor is mentioned in all the liturgical books of the Coptic Church like the Synaxarium 

and the Antiphonary. However, that did not prevent the Coptic modern pope, priests and 

scholars from interpreting the events differently.  On the other hand, Al-Muharraq 

Monastery has a special liturgy with special readings to be performed on the 6th of 

Hathor when the consecration of the church is celebrated. This ritualized celebration has 

helped keep the tradition alive in the area where it was born and where it developed; the 

function of narrative variation is clear here.  

It is also worth noting that the Syriac variant has this sequence. Although the 

Ethiopic variant does not have this sequence, the Ethiopians celebrate the 6th of Hathor, 

the day on which the church was consecrated by Christ according to the omitted 

sequence. Wallis Budge, in History of Ethiopia, mentions that Queen Mentwab, Empress 

of Ethiopia, came to visit Al-Muharraq Monastery and carried bags of its dust to use in 

building a church named Mount Qus‘qam in her home country (459). They have put 

some of the dust of Qus‘qam in the altar of that church. She also ordered a fast of 40 days 

leading up to the celebration of the consecration of the church on the 6th of Hathor. 

Therefore it is safe to assume that they know and honor that part of the tradition. Again, 

such parallels can be accounted for by the historical relationship between this monastery 

and the Ethiopians, since for many centuries it was their first stop on the pilgrimage route 



277 

from their country in the south to Jerusalem in the north via Egypt. The Ethiopians 

considered, and still consider, the historical church a major pilgrimage site. Even today, 

they still visit the monastery and the historic church on religious holidays.  Many 

Ethiopian monks have also chosen Al-Muharraq Monastery for their ascetic residence. 

The history of the monastery records that the numbers of the Ethiopian monks housed 

there has reached 40 at some points in history (Gregorious, Al-Muharraq  394-7). 

The above study shows that diffusion to other cultures in the past has not affected 

the sequence as much as the passage of time has. And the fact that the miraculous 

consecration of the church by Christ himself has been identified as a primary narrative to 

be safeguarded by all three groups, Copts, Syrians and Ethiopians (as proven by its 

retellings in these regions) shows that the value of this narrative sequence lies in its 

spiritual and dogmatic content. The Ethiopic, Syriac and Coptic churches share the same 

dogma. They believe in the intercession of saints and in their fellowship. The narrative 

sequence talks about yet another miracle by Christ, in which he personally teaches the 

apostles how to consecrate a church; the story thus explains and legitimizes the current 

Orthodox ritual of consecrating churches (108). Further, since the Coptic Church believes 

in apostolic succession and understands that all its ritual has been handed down to them 

by a genealogical chain extending from Christ to the apostles (and St. Mark in particular), 

the story serves an important function in all three Orthodox communities. It explains and 

legitimizes their ritual according to their beliefs in uninterrupted apostolic succession. 

On the other hand, the passage of time and the change of culture to a Cartesian 

frame of mind have prompted Westernized Copts to suspect portions of the tradition that 

aren‘t supported by further evidence, as is the case with the consecration sequence 
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discussed above. MarGirgis Monastery is in Cairo, the capital and the most westernized 

part of the country. Education and law in the Egyptian system follows the French model 

and students are taught the western science and math curriculum. Therefore, traditions are 

subjected to rational inquiry and are expected to meet minimum standards of validation. 

Otherwise, they go through a transformation in the retelling. As a result of this new frame 

of mind, the new retellings like that of MarGirgis Monastery just simply omit the suspect 

sequence. Others reinterpret it on a symbolic/spiritual level to fit with their ―new 

worldview,‖ as shown above. 

Omissions can also occur in retellings because of diffusion to a different host 

culture, as in the case of the Ethiopic variant. Although Christianity was introduced to the 

Ethiopians through St. Philip, who baptized the Ethiopian eunuch, the Ethiopian Coptic 

Church was only established in the fourth century.
154

 Like the Copts, the Ethiopians were 

well acquainted with the history of the visit of the Holy Family to Egypt. They too 

revered Al-Muharraq Monastery because of the Holy Family‘s residence there for a long 

period of time during their stay in Egypt. Not only did the monastery become a pilgrim 

stop for Ethiopians on their way to Jerusalem, but many of their monks also chose to 

                                                 
154

 The Coptic Ethiopic Church was established by two men known as Frumentius and Aedesius. 

Both were wards of a Christian philosopher shipwrecked near the shores of Ethiopia. Washed 

ashore, they were taken to the royal palace where they stayed and worked as cupbearer and 

secretary to the king. Frumentius eventually became regent for Ezana, the infant prince after the 

death of the King. They baptized king Ezana and proselytized Christianity in Aksum (Ethiopia). 

On their way back to their home country, they contacted the Coptic Pope, Athanasius of 

Alexandria, and asked him to send missionaries to Ethiopia, since it proved to be fertile ground 

for the seeds of Christianity.  Pope Athanasius then ordained Frumentius as the first bishop of 

Ethiopia and gave him the name of Salama. From that time, the Ethiopian Church continued to be 

a part of the Coptic Church until 1959, when the Pope of Alexandria granted them their own 

Pope. See Harden 9-11.  
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reside in it. Additionally, as mentioned above, Queen Mentwab built in her home country 

a Church named after Mount Qus‘qam. This brief history indicates that the Ethiopic 

monks, pilgrims and rulers have interacted with this oral tradition, leading to a process of 

highly visible appropriation, such as that of the act of building a church, using Mount 

Qus‘qam‘s name and its very dust, inside Ethiopia. From an Ethiopic perspective, this 

church in Ethiopia is also now holy because it carries the dust touched by Christ. 

Consequently, Ethiopians can visit their own church and receive the same blessing of 

Christ. This new narrative is added to the retellings of the tradition in the Ethiopic 

culture.  The diffused narrative changed to reflect this cultural specific understanding. At 

the same time, while political and religious resistance continued to shape the growth of 

the tradition in Egypt, it alienated the Ethiopic monks residing in Al-Muharraq 

Monastery. The Coptic-only daily liturgy performed in the historic church had its own 

effect on the Ethiopian Monks who do not speak Coptic and who couldn‘t share in the 

Coptic liturgy in a meaningful way.
 155

 Persistence in performing a Coptic-only liturgy at 

Qus‘qam alienated the Ethiopian monks, who then had to have their own separate 

Ethiopic church to participate in a Ge‘ez liturgy. With the permission of the abbot, an 

Ethiopic church was built adjacent to the historic church.  

History, politics, culture and language had tremendous impact on the growth and 

direction of The Vision. The Ethiopic variant of The Vision of Theophilus had to develop 

separately from the Coptic. The separate Ethiopic church in Al-Muharraq Monastery 

provides physical evidence for the need of the Ethiopic variant to develop separately 

                                                 
155

 A discussion of the history of this daily Coptic-only liturgy in the historic church is found in 

Chapter 8. 
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from that of the Copts. A comparison among the Coptic variants and the Ethiopic variant 

also shows the omission of a major part of the introductory frame of the narrative 

composed of a long prayer and reflection performed by the speaker thanking God for 

Mount Qus‘qam and praising the mountain as the abode of God while raising it to the 

level of Mount Horeb and Mount Sinai. This unit in the narration also cites a number of 

biblical prophecies about mountains and explains that these prophecies were fulfilled in 

Qus‘qam. In the Ethiopic variant, Theophilus‘ reflection on the glory of Mount Qus‘qam 

is omitted and the narration starts with him asking the congregation to listen carefully, 

after which he immediately starts the events of the vision. This omission signifies that in 

the Ethiopic culture, this speech is unimportant. It doesn‘t speak to them. It is one of the 

elements that can be forgotten without jeopardizing the integrity of the rest of the 

narrative. 

On a final note, one has to understand the cultural, historical makeup of the 

Ethiopians and that of the Copts to be able to comprehend the reason for this omission. 

Since their acceptance of the Christian faith, the Copts have never been sovereign. They 

have experienced one wave of colonization after the other, have suffered persecution, and 

still do.  Since subsistence in Egypt means depending upon the Nile for water and food, 

the Copts learnt to survive peaks of persecution in the Egyptian desert. They are therefore 

attached to its valleys and deserts. Living on the same land for thousands of years, Copts 

are emotionally, historically and religiously attached to it. At the same time, because 

colonization aims at economic and cultural domination, and the Egyptian state and the 

Muslim majority have targeted Coptic monuments and relics and pillaged many of them, 

the Copts have come to appreciate their land and visible icons and monuments even 
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more. The praise given to local sites like Mount Qus'qam is an act of resistance against 

the erasure of their history and identity. It affirms their historic existence on this land and 

its cultural priceless value. It is a supernatural source of blessing inscribed in their 

landscape. Not only is it a source of comfort and joy, but also a promise of prosperity 

beyond the power of the dominating authority.  On the other hand, Ethiopia has followed 

a very different historical path, and thus Mount Qus‘qam does not play the same role in 

their cultural imaginary. Although welcome guests at Qus‘qam, they do not participate in 

the feeling of ownership of the Mount as the Copts do. Unlike the Copts, they do not fear 

losing that landscape to Islamization.  In their faith and cultural identity, their battles are 

different from the Copts‘. Therefore Ethiopic retelling of The Vision omitted this unit but 

kept the rest for its meaningful religious content within their culture. 

On the other hand, the Syriac variant was simply a translated copy of an Arabic 

variant. It is almost identical to MS V 698 variant. The Syriac church was never a part of 

the Coptic Church. Unlike the Ethiopians, the Syrians did not interact with the tradition. 

Therefore, the Syriac variant might even be said to be a copy of an Arabic variant rather 

than a Syriac performance. Mingana who translated the Syriac manuscripts into English 

states, ―The only link that connects it (The Vision of Theophilus) with the Syrian Church 

is its translation into Syriac by a West Syrian Monophysite living in or near 

Egypt‖(Mingana 7). This perhaps accounts for the unchanging nature of the variant there. 

In this chapter, we have discussed instances of change in the tradition due to the passage 

of time and diffusion across cultural and geographic lines. In the final chapter, I will 

focus on questions of authenticity and historicity of this tradition in the larger Coptic 

culture.  
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11. Authenticity 

 

This chapter discusses the authenticity and historicity of this tradition relying on 

the new scholarly and archeological findings and publications in the last ten years, 

namely Gesa Schenk‘s Coptic papyrus and the Coptic copy of The Homily of the Church 

of the Rock. These new scholarly findings and publications have the potential to change 

the authoritative weight of The Vision. I therefore open this chapter by invoking 

Mingana's acclaimed introduction to his 1931 scholarly edition of the Syriac manuscript, 

and its translation into English. Mingana writes:  

It doesn‘t seem probable that either Theophilus or St. Cyril wrote this 

story. I incline to the view that the work is by a late Coptic Bishop, such as 

Cyriacus, Bishop of Oxyrhynchus …. I cannot, therefore find any strong 

reason militating against the hypothesis that Cyriacus might have lived, 

say, in the 11th century of our era. (Mingana 4) 

For many decades, Mingana's view remained uncontested, and was supported by scholars 

who later worked on The Vision. Mingana judged the work based upon the Arab 

references that he found in the text; he takes special care to prove that the Syriac variant 

is translated from Arabic; and he even creates a glossary of the Syriac words derived 

from Arabic or influenced by Arabic syntax and grammar (Mingana 4-6). But oral-

formulaic studies had not yet developed as a field of inquiry, and like many of his 

generation he wasn‘t aware of the dimensions of oral tradition and its capacity for change 
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in response to the performative elements of narrative. To reiterate, each new performance 

is shaped by its audience and their response to the narrator. It is therefore only normal 

that a narrator who is retelling the fourth century story of The Vision in the eleventh 

century will say it in Arabic, the language of the people at the time, and will add the 

contemporary names of the locations to explain the route of the visit to his audience who 

are no longer familiar with the Coptic names of the locations of the fourth century.  

At the time of Mingana‘s writing, postcolonial studies had also not yet developed 

as a field. He therefore did not explicitly understand the impact of colonization on the 

Coptic landscape in terms of renaming and reinscribing. Ashcroft, Griffith and Tiffin 

explain the effect of colonization on the landscape as such:  ―Lands so colonized are 

literally re-inscribed, written over, as the names and languages of the indigenes are 

replaced by new names, or are corrupted into new…forms by the cartographer …This 

was a long standing feature of colonialism and not restricted to unknown lands‖ (32). 

Brian Friel exposes this practice in his 1981 play Translations which depicts the mapping 

and renaming of the West of Ireland in the nineteenth century by the English, a process in 

which the native Irish (Gaelic) culture is literally overwritten by English imperialism. 

The Arabs have done exactly that to the Coptic language and the Coptic names of cities 

and villages, which were renamed or corrupted, in some cases well beyond recognition. 

The different variants refer to Arabic/Islamic new names of cities like the reference to 

―Fustat‖ a new Capital established by the Islamic rulers after the invasion in AD 641 and 

which lies in the south of modern Cairo today. There are many such examples of ―glosses 

on the meaning‖ in the different variants, where the narrator explains the old name with 

the new one. 
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In 1998, Gesa Schenke‘s scholarly work on a papyrus located in museum in 

Germany brought much-needed critical attention to The Vision in the context of these 

theoretical issues by helping to authenticate the history of the tradition of the visit of the 

Holy Family to Egypt and The Vision of Theophilus. She read, translated and published 

the fourth- and fifth-century papyrus strips, which turned out to be the earliest 

documented reference in Coptic to the visit of the Holy Family to Egypt. The papyrus 

also mentioned the exact duration of this visit, confirming the early circulation of this 

tradition. Although the papyrus doesn‘t mention The Vision of Theophilus, it mentions 

details unknown to the Copts except through The Vision, such as the date of the visit and 

the visit of the twelve disciples to Egypt. The papyrus mentions Bashans as the month of 

the visit and states that the twelve disciples visited Egypt. The visit of the twelve 

disciples is only mentioned during their miraculous visit with Christ to consecrate the 

church; no other visits of the twelve disciples are recorded in the history or the tradition 

of the Coptic Church. Even more important for this research is the AD 2001 retrieval and 

publication of sizable fragments of the Coptic copy of The Homily of the Church of the 

Rock along with a complete Arabic manuscript by Boud‘hors and Boutros. The two 

authors have undertaken the task of attempting to date the narrative content of the 10
th

 

century Coptic codex which indicates a much earlier composition date. The freedom of 

the Coptic narrative of any Arab reference indicated that it may belong to a period before 

the Arab invasion in 638 A.D. Their study has suggested a time between the sixth and the 

eighth century. They favored the sixth-century date because the eighth century is known 

to be too late for the composition of a narrative in Coptic, based upon the study of the 
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corpus of the Coptic literature (―La Sainte‖ 75).
156

 Luckily the surviving Coptic 

fragments of The Homily of the Church of the Rock named Theophilus‘ vision and gave a 

detailed summary of some of its portions. At the same time, the author of The Homily of 

the Church of the Rock builds on the reputation and the wide circulation of The Vision of 

Theophilus and Mount Qus‘qam. He hopes to build a similar reputation for the ―rock‖ at 

Gabl-El Tayr (65). Boud‘hors and Botros report that it is evident that The Homily of the 

Church of the Rock is composed on the model of The Vision (L'Homelie 65). From the 

above, one has to conclude that the Coptic original version of The Vision was in wide 

circulation before the sixth century, which brings it very close to the time of its recording 

by Pope Cyril, Patriarch of Alexandria, from a fouth century oral narration by Pope 

Theophilus, Patriarch of Alexandria, (AD 385-412) who is said to have visited Al-

Muharraq Monastery sometime between AD 393-5 (Al-Muharraq Monastery 74). 

Considering the insertion of the vision in the Coptic Synaxarium, and its use in 

determining celebratory dates and occasions the Copts apparently do not doubt the 

historicity of The Vision. Basing history on oral traditions is not unique to the Copts. 

Vansina's formative work in using oral traditions to build up knowledge of the history of 

peoples who have not recorded their history in writing has been crucial for this study. In 

―Towards a History of Lost Corners of the World,‖ Vansina argues that it is possible to 

retrieve and piece together the history of people who are predominantly oral by looking 

into their oral traditions. As he states:  

While conventional sources are indeed often scarce or even absent, 

nevertheless, knowledge about the past is often more substantial than is 
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 For a full discussion of the Corpus of Coptic literature, see Orlandi 252-74. 
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commonly realized. And statements can be made with confidence about 

such blank periods or area. It is a matter of finding the traces of the past 

where they are: in unconventional places. (165) 

In his 1985 book, Oral Tradition a History, Jan Vansina created a full methodology for 

using oral traditions as a source of historical information. He advised scholars to check 

the chain of transmission from its first oral performance to the last; ideally, the line of 

transmission has to have a beginning with an ―observer‖ who ―reported his experience 

orally, casting it in an initial message. A second party heard it and passed it on…until the 

last performer, acting as an informant, told it to the recorder‖ (29). He says that the 

purpose of the initial communication is to pass on news ―about something that happened 

not long ago and is not known to one‘s audience‖ (3). He adds that the nature of this 

news is usually sensational, which makes it more apt to be repeated (4). Vansina 

specifically addresses the issue of visions and says that they should not be dismissed. He 

adds that in some societies, visions are news not only for the person who experienced 

them but for the whole community. They are taken as communication from ―the 

supernatural‖ to the community.  He asserts that the survival of such visions in oral 

traditions reveals something ―in terms of historical consciousness and of contemporary 

mentalities and ideologies‖(7).  

In applying Vansina‘s methodology to evaluate The Vision of Theophilus as a 

source of history, we find that all of his mentioned requirements are met; according to 

Vansina's methodology, The Vision can and should be considered as history. Of course, 

how to interpret this history, and which historical (and contemporary) ideologies and 

mentalities has been in large part the focus of this research. Additionally, Patrick J. 
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Geary, in his study of the recollection of medieval visions at the turn of the first century, 

confirmed that visions are remembered in exactly the same way as other historic events 

are remembered (164).
157

 Visions are considered, by those who experience and believe in 

them, to be like any other important experience of their life, and are thus subjected to the 

same rules of reasoning during the recollection process (164). Both authors agree that 

visions can‘t be dismissed as a real life experience to those who narrate them. 

Although the exact origins of The Vision cannot be determined, it is possible 

through the surviving manuscripts and through the Copt‘s popular beliefs to trace The 

Vision to Pope Theophilus, the 23rd Pope of Alexandria, who experienced The Vision. It 

is also possible that he may have told it to the congregation in Qus‘qam on the day of the 

celebration as a part of his sermon. According to the manuscript, his secretary, nephew 

and successor Cyril is the one who recorded the message. Cyril, however, does not 

mention that he recorded it when Theophilus first narrated it. His recording could have 

happened at any time during his lifetime and The Vision may have by that time acquired 

its more polished sermon structure that we see today in MS V 698. The Vision, however, 

continued as oral tradition while making several appearances in written manuscripts, as 

we have seen: Schenke‘s papyri, The Homily of the Church of the Rock, its Arabic 

variants, and all the variants retrieved from its diffusion to Ethiopia and Syria and up till 

the modern day. Vansina describes this kind of transmission as ―communal and 

continuous‖ (Oral 30).  Its mode of transmission is consistent with the pattern of oral 
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 In the chapter titled ―Remembering Pannonian Dragons‖ in Phantoms of Remembrance, 

Patrick J. Geary proves that a monk named Arnold recalls his experience with a dragon through 

exactly the same process of logic that he uses to recall and identify other administrative events.  

The vision of the dragon doesn‘t differ, in the monk's experience, from his other administrative 

memories. 
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traditions that surface in variants and diffuse to neighboring cultures. The Vision of 

Theophilus can be considered what Vansina classifies as a ―group account.‖  He explains 

these accounts as:  

Something which expresses the identity of the group in which they are told 

or substantiates rights over land, resources…They are institutionalized to 

some extent. They are told officially on formal occasions… They have 

become part of an existing corpus of history relating to the institutions 

they related to and through this to a corpus relating to the whole society. 

(19) 

Although Vansina noted that examples of these group accounts are hard to find, The 

Vision of Theophilus is a perfect example of a group account. It is a piece of oral 

tradition, which is used as history and through which the Copts lay claim to the historic 

church, the land around it on which the biggest monastery in the Middle East exists, and 

the neighboring Christian village of Rezkat El Deir. It is a part of the history of the 

Coptic Church and therefore a part of the history of the Copts. As noted earlier, stabilized 

summary texts of The Vision are read in the public holy liturgy on an annual basis (and in 

a few locations, on a very regular, or even daily basis) to continue the tradition and to 

continue to affirm the claims of the Copts to this area in addition to other locations 

mentioned in The Vision. On many occasions the claims of the Copts on these lands have 

been challenged. However, the Copts firmly believe in their entitlement to this land 

which forms a major part of their identity. 

Vansina also notes the role of the performance in authenticating the tradition.  He 

says ―the actual techniques and rules of performance situations exert an impact on the 
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fidelity and the stability of the tradition being performed‖ (36).  The performer‘s identity 

also, of course, plays an important role. The vision was experienced by the highest Coptic 

authority of the period, Pope Theophilus, the 23rd Patriarch of Alexandria. His religious 

and political authority as well as his personal reputation and disposition played a vital 

role in establishing the authenticity of The Vision and its message in the Coptic mind.  

Despite Pope Theophilus‘ flaws and conflicts with other religious patriarchs and figures 

of the period,
158

 his integrity and authority were never questioned. In fact, these perceived 

flaws in his character helped authenticate his vision as a real event. Pope Theophilus was 

titled the ―Pharaoh of Egypt,‖ a derogatory title, because of his love for building big 

churches.
159

 The Vision and its first narration took place at a brief period of peace and 

prosperity in the history of the Copts, during the Roman occupation of Egypt and after 

the Roman persecution of the Christians had come to an end. By the early fourth century, 

the Roman emperor Constantine had accepted Christianity and favored the Christians. 

The Christian Roman emperor, Theodosius I, gave Pope Theophilus the keys to the 

Pharonic pagan temples and asked him to make use of their riches in building Christian 

churches, which Theophilus was all too enthusiastic to do. At the time, the Copts 

believed that the church was the body of the Christian people and that the money was 

better spent helping the poor than on building huge churches of stone. Controversy arose 
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 Spanel mentions that despite his many writings and achievements, Pope Theophilus became 

infamous for his conflict with St. John Chrysostom of the Golden Mouth. Pope Theophilus 

banished St. John Chrysostum. He also persecuted the desert monks of Nitria and Scetis who 

were held in high esteem. See 506-19. In Palladius‘ biography of Chrysostom, Pope Theophilus is 

described as double-faced. See Coleman-Norton 13. 
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 Pharaohs were notorious for imposing a heavy yoke of forced labor on the common man in 

order to erect the huge stone monuments they left behind. 
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because of these two conflicting points of view. In The Vision the Virgin Mary appears to 

Theophilus and instructs him not to build a big church on the site of the house where she 

has resided with Christ, Joseph and Salome. She informs Theophilus that it is Christ‘s 

will that the humble tiny house remains unchanged to remind the people of Christ‘s 

humility and essential message. Pope Theophilus complies and does not build a big 

church on the site but leaves it as it is. Theophilus‘ out of character decision proves to the 

Coptic mind that the vision as a historical event must have taken place; otherwise, 

nothing would have stopped Theophilus from a building cathedral on the site, as he 

intended. Today the historical church remains tiny with its original stone altar still in its 

place.  

Vansina also notes that the frequency of the performance and its time can help to 

historicize an oral tradition. Traditions that are celebrated frequently and consistently 

point to significant historical events; only valued narratives, tales, and events are 

celebrated in such a manner by that community. The Vision of Theophilus is performed as 

a sermon in the historical church at least twice a year, on 24th Bashans during the 

celebration of the entry of the Holy Family to Egypt and on 6th Hathor on the celebration 

of the consecration of Qus‘qam‘s church, as the first church on earth. These two 

celebratory events have taken place on an annual basis without interruption
160

. The texts 

read on these occasions stabilize the content of the story and ensure the faithfulness of the 

message sent every year. The sermon, an oral performance, allows for improvisation. 

However, because the sermon is spoken in a public religious arena immediately after the 
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 The earliest manuscripts of the Coptic Synaxarium date from the 11th century and show the 

stability of the dates of the Coptic annual calendar. For a full discussion of the manuscripts of the 

Synaxarium, read Coquin ―Synaxarion, Copto-Arabic, Editions of" 351-4. 
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reading of the Synaxarium and the Holy Bible, its message can‘t stray and can‘t 

contradict the established and well-reviewed content. Should such a contradiction 

happen, the deacons and the whole congregation will pick up on it and will note its error. 

Again, in a specifically religious context, Kelber notes in "The Case of the Gospels" that 

―orality actualizes itself in the act of speaking performances‖ (3). For the event to be 

efficient, the performer has to adapt to his audience while the writer because of his 

distance from the readers can ―disregard the pressures put on speakers and the 

expectations they bring to oral performance"(3). Unlike writing, then, oral public 

performances are subject to immediate criticism and correction; therefore, the whole 

Coptic congregation that is well-versed in the biblical story, as well as in the official story 

of The Vision as it is preserved in liturgy readings through years of repetition, work as a 

watchful eye that guards the tradition from corruption by performers. For both Vansina 

and Kelber, this is strong reason to view the vision as "history" in the sense that it 

contains historically accurate traces of a particular worldview or mindset: resistance 

against colonization.  

While the value and meaning of truth is not the same in every culture, the intent 

of the religious performance in the Coptic culture is to pass on a true, faithful message to 

its members. Vansina notes that the place of the performance, the character of the 

performer, the occasion of the performance and its frequency all work as indicators of 

truth within any community (Oral   39). He points to the nature of the tradition and 

whether it is received by the people of the community as history; he also considers how 

faithful they are in its repetition.  The setup of the performance of The Vision of 

Theophilus as a part of the liturgy in a church, the priestly nature of the performer, and 
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the audience as congregation members well versed in the Bible and the oral tradition all 

safeguard the authenticity and the historicity of the tradition.  

It follows, then, that we must view The Vision as an authentic product of an early 

medieval Egyptian culture, particularly as judged by the geographical, topographical, 

archeological and historical facts of life in the Nile Valley. Most of The Vision’s 

mnemonic cues are derived from the landscape and its landmarks.  Egypt has a unique 

geography where the Nile River is the only source of water, since Egypt‘s share of 

precipitation per annum is less than 80 ml. Life in Egypt is concentrated around the banks 

of the Nile in a narrow fertile valley flanked by huge deserts on both the East and the 

West.  Egyptians grow their plants by irrigation in this fertile valley.  The Vision is built 

around a chronological and spatial sequence from Judea in the east to the Nile Valley in 

the West, and then from the north of the Nile to its south following the natural landscape 

of the Nile. This simple natural route provides excellent memory cues to the Egyptian 

narrator, who is able to visualize a Nile map and is familiar with the main cities and their 

connecting roadways on Egypt‘s only waterway and only means of boat transportation 

(the Nile doesn‘t branch except in its delta in the north). Huge pagan temples in major 

cities on the banks of the Nile, along with "Christ‘s marks" on the landscape, form major 

landmarks.  Leo Frobenius described such monuments as ―historical records carved into 

the landscape‖ (qtd in Vansina 46).
161

 For example, fallen temples in certain cities mark 

the visit of Christ to these locales and become a mnemonic cue to the performer familiar 

with the city and its destroyed temple. The house-turned-church in Qus‘qam where Christ 
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 Leo Forbenius described the royal tombs in Upper Volta as historical record. For more see 

Forbenius 344. 
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resided acts as another mnemonic cue. The house was the place where the vision took 

place, where the Holy Family resided, where the story of Yusa happened and where the 

Virgin said her lament. These events took place in different spots in the house; the house 

is now the historic church where The Vision is narrated. When the narration takes place 

on site, the church acts as the priest‘s and the congregation‘s best mnemonic cue.   

The authenticity of the vision is given considerable religious and cultural weight 

in contemporary Coptic society through its current function in reconstructing the route of 

the Holy Family and finding traces in the landscape that agree with the stories. Much 

modern Coptic scholarship and religious tourism are built around the theme of tracing the 

footsteps of the Holy Family according to the route described by the Virgin Mary in The 

Vision of Theophilus. In each station, evidence of the visit is found ranging from fallen 

temples and statues to healing wells and trees bent to the ground in worship of Christ and 

from specific plants rooted by Christ to foot and hand marks etched by his touch; and 

from churches built on site of the visit to miracles performed along the way in the past 

and the present. The story of The Vision is the story of the Egyptian landscape. 

Vansina suggests that authentic traditions reflect or are ―congruent‖ to the culture 

that produced it (Oral 116). The ideas represented in the tradition of The Vision of 

Theophilus correspond to those of its culture in terms of time and place: a fourth/fifth 

century Coptic tradition belonging to the South of Egypt and to a particular monastic 

location in that area. Additionally, Theophilus, the Coptic patriarch to whom The Vision 

is attributed, was the pope at the time of the recorded narration of the Vision, and did pay 

a visit to the south and to Qus‘qam‘s Monastery in his lifetime between AD 393 and 395. 

Although Theophilus built other churches, he did not build one on this site; nevertheless, 
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he contributed financially to the monastery (Al-Muharraq Monastery 74). In terms of 

social order, the Patriarch, a celibate monk believed to chosen by God through the 

drawing of a lot, is the highest and holiest Coptic authority. Coptic monks are believed 

blessed with divine spiritual gifts like prophecy and healing in return for their asceticism. 

Seeing the Virgin Mary in a vision is a common ascetic experience. The hagiography of 

the Coptic saints (i.e., the Synaxarium) is full of such miraculous gifts and visions. In 

other words, Pope Theophilus‘ vision is in line with Coptic ideas about asceticism. Copts 

believe that their pope is their link to God; therefore, it is expected that God will 

communicate communal issues in one form or another to them through him. 

Descendants of the Ancient Egyptians, the Copts have lived in the same land 

farming the banks of the Nile for over 5000 years. It is, therefore, the cultural norm to see 

buildings, relics, and artifacts that are thousands of years old, be they temples, statues, 

tombs, boats, jewelry or clothing. Egyptians thus have repurposed the same buildings for 

different purposes. For example, Copts used ancient temples and tombs as churches, 

homes and schools at different periods for different reasons. However, there is a sizeable 

difference between the huge temples built by the Ancient Egyptians for their gods and the 

small churches built by later Christians. Thus, fundamental change of ideology is 

reflected in The Vision of Theophilus: from monumental temples and pyramids there is a 

switch to small churches with little artwork. Popes and bishops become monks who have 

taken a vow of poverty and wear leather handmade crosses woven as a spiritual exercise. 

This change in ideology is represented in Pope Theophilus‘ vision where the Virgin Mary 

tells him that Christ‘s life is about humility best represented in the poor house where he 
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lived for six months. The Vision is the story of Coptic Christianity and of the Coptic 

landscape.  

Coptic values are everywhere inscribed in The Vision. Even today, their story is 

about endurance and suffering for the sake of their faith. The Holy Family has taken 

refuge in the Egyptian desert to avoid persecution, and so do the Copts. Most Coptic 

monasteries are in the outer or inner desert. The early Coptic fathers are known 

worldwide as the Desert Fathers. They do not take up arms against their persecutors. The 

Copts have never been sovereign since they have converted to Christianity and do not 

seek to overturn their hostile governments. Bishop Biman of Naqada responded to 

immigrants who were questioning him about persecution in Egypt saying that the Copts 

have to accept persecution because they can‘t change the Bible, and quoted ―We must 

suffer through many tribulations enter the kingdom of God‖ (Acts 14:22).
162

 

Because The Vision has long been considered a historical account by the Copts, 

rather than a simple religious narrative, its main message and components have remained 

largely stable. Jan Vansina suggests comparing different performances to assess the 

variability of their message; through this we can determine if a message in a given 

performance is representative of the whole tradition (Oral 48). He notes that ―the 

comparison of the variants makes clear which passages have remained stable‖(49). Such 

a comparison helps the historian see the genealogy of the tradition and how it has 

developed (49). Our close comparison among the different variants of The Vision shows 

strong core stability in several aspects of its message about Christ‘s visit to Egypt, in 
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 At a public meeting on October 4
th

, 2009 at St. John the Baptist Church, Miami, visiting 

celebrant Bishop Biman  socialized with the congregation after the liturgy and brought them news 

about the persecution of Copts in upper Egypt where his bishopric area lies(Biman). 
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particular certain details of the route, and the events of the vision in Qus‘qam itself.  

These stable sequences form the bulk of the historical account. Vansina has observed that 

the stability of the setting, plot, episodes and personage in different variants confirms the 

historicity of the tradition and its past existence for a period of time during which it was 

possible to memorize and retell it several times (Oral 79). There are, however, certain 

elements and sequences that have been subject to change, such as the omission of the 

consecration of the church, and the names of cities. These changes don‘t affect the 

message of The Vision and can be accounted for by cultural historical, economic and 

political reasons as discussed in Chapter 10.  

Most importantly, observant Copts base their belief in the authenticity of this 

tradition on a set of biblical accounts and prophecies that pertain specifically to 

Egypt. These passages are numerous. To begin with the most central of these 

passages, the story of the visit of the Holy Family to Egypt is reported in the gospels:  

An angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream. "Get up," he said, 

"take the child and his mother and escape to Egypt. Stay there until I tell 

you, for Herod is going to search for the child to kill him. So he got up, 

took the child and his mother during the night and left for Egypt, where 

he stayed until the death of Herod. And so was fulfilled what the Lord 

had said through the prophet: "Out of Egypt I called my son." After 

Herod died, an angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt 

and said, "Get up, take the child and his mother and go to the land of 

Israel, for those who were trying to take the child's life are dead." So he 
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got up, took the child and his mother and went to the land of Israel.(Matt 

2:13-19) 

The Copts believe that Christ, the incarnated son of God, has chosen Egypt as his place 

of refuge from the wrath of Herod. The implication of this choice is that Egypt, just like 

Jerusalem, is equally blessed and sanctified by Christ‘s visit. The Copts are proud that 

Christ has chosen Egypt rather than other neighboring lands to visit. The biblical 

account mentioned above raises the fulfillment of the prophecies of the Old Testament 

concerning Egypt and the visit of Christ. The Old Testament carries many prophecies 

about the coming of the Christ. Many of these prophecies mention Egypt like Isaiah, 

―An oracle concerning Egypt: See, the Lord rides on a swift cloud and is coming to 

Egypt. The idols of Egypt tremble before him, and the hearts of the Egyptians melt 

within them‖ (19:1).  Prophecies expressed in couched language are open for 

interpretation. The Coptic tradition doesn‘t mention that Christ came to Egypt on a 

cloud, but that he came carried in his mother‘s arms on a donkey along with Joseph and 

Salome. The Copts interpret the swift cloud as a reference to the Virgin Mary who 

carried him in her belly and then in her arms; indeed, one of her titles in Coptic 

hymnology is ―the swift cloud.‖ Although this part of the prophecy is not taken literally, 

the rest of the prophecy is. The Copts believe that the pagan temples and their idols fell 

to the ground in the Egyptian cities where Christ visited. They also believe that evil 

spirits resided in these idols and led the people astray, and that these are recorded on the 

walls of the temples. The story of the exodus of the Jews from Egypt and Moses vying 

with the Egyptian magicians is also mentioned in the Old Testament in Exodus.  



298 

The Book of Isaiah also serves as another key authoritative site for the 

establishment of a discourse of authentification. In another key verse explaining the 

religious significance of the geographical location of the historical church in Al-

Muharraq, the setting of The Vision, the Copts quote the following prophecy: ―In that 

day there will be an altar to the Lord in the midst of the land of Egypt, and a pillar to the 

Lord at its border. And it will be for a sign and for a witness to the Lord of Hosts in the 

land of Egypt‖ (19:19,20).  In the Coptic mind Egypt is divided into two parts, upper 

and lower, referring to the south and the north respectively. Ancient Egyptian history 

records that Narmer, the first king of the first dynasty of the Ancient Egyptians, 

succeeded in uniting Upper and Lower Egypt and wore the crowns of both regions. 

Similarly, today Egypt is divided into qabli (southern) and bahri (northern). The Copts, 

therefore, understand this prophecy to mean that an altar for God will be built 

somewhere around the borderline between the north and the south.  The Copts believe 

that the altar around which The Vision of Theophilus revolves is the fulfillment of this 

prophecy. Indeed, The Vision takes place in and revolves around Mount Qus‘qam, 

which falls right in the middle of Egypt between its historic northern and southern parts. 

The location of the mountain and the altar in the tiny historic church, said to have been 

consecrated by Christ himself, has therefore contributed to the discourse of 

authentification surrounding of The Vision. Additionally, the biblical principle found in 

Deuteronomy that there can only be one altar for God on earth and it has to be in 

Jerusalem where the Temple stood until its destruction in  AD 70, this prophecy had to 

refer to a Christian altar in the middle of Egypt.  
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Also bolstering this discourse are prophetic texts, including The Book of 

Revelation, which narrates in couched language a story about a woman who is about to 

give birth to a child that the devil wants to destroy. The woman is carried to the desert 

where she remains until the child is safe: ―The dragon stood in front of the woman who 

was about to give birth, so that he might devour her child the moment it was born. She 

gave birth to a son, a male child, who will rule all the nations with an iron scepter. And 

her child was snatched up to God and to his throne. The woman fled into the desert to a 

place prepared for her by God, where she might be taken care of for 1,260 days‖ 

(Revelation 12:4-6). The Copts understand this story to refer to the visit of the Holy 

Family to Egypt. The woman is interpreted as symbolic of the Virgin Mary and her 

suffering in Egypt and of the Coptic persecuted church and its suffering members who 

flee to the desert to escape persecution (Coptic tradition reinforces representations of 

the Church as ―the bride of Christ,‖ i.e. a feminine noun, whereas Christ is represented 

as masculine).  Qus‘qam falls on the Western side of the Nile on the outer edge of the 

Western Sahara desert, an extremely arid area, only fit as a burial site. The name 

Qus‘qam, derived from Coptic, means embalming the dead with halfa grass
163

, refers to 

the history of the area as a burial site.
164

  Ancient Egyptians rich and poor buried their 

dead in this Sahara on the West side of the Nile where the sun sets, in accordance with 
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 Halfa grass is a cheap alternative plant used for mummification of the poor; it has historically 

grown in the Qus‘qam region. In addition, the dryness of the desert weather made this area a 

perfect burial site. See Salih 224-6. 
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 Ancient Egyptians were firm believers in the afterlife and mummified their dead through an 

expensive process of embalming, afforded only by the ruling class. The common man also 

attempted immortality through the use of this cheaper plant. See Gregorious Al-Muharraq 99. 
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their mythological beliefs.
165

  The Sahara extends up till the borders of the Atlantic 

Ocean, a vast yellow uninhabited hot plane except for a few oases. Needless to say, the 

Sahara is inhospitable to human life because of the extreme weather and the scarcity of 

water and food. Yet the tough environment made it a safe haven for those seeking peace 

at the expense of physical comfort.  According to the tradition and in fulfillment of the 

biblical account, the Virgin sought refuge in the desert to avoid the attention they 

received in the villages and cities. Later, the desert became a magnet for thriving 

monastic Coptic life and a place of refuge for those Copts fleeing Roman, Persian, and 

Arab persecution. In Coptic monastic terminology Mount Qus‘qam fell in the outer 

desert. When Pope Theophilus paid his historic visit, there were about 300 monks in the 

area (Guidi 441). Today, Al-Muharraq Monastery is a huge centre of monastic life, the 

biggest in the Middle East in terms of size and population.
166

 The prophecy is again 

fulfilled in the tradition. At the same time, the tradition attracts more ascetics to the area 

further fulfilling the prophecy. 

There are several other passages that have traditionally been understood to 

reinforce the aforementioned prophecies about Egypt accepting God; these are found in 

the Old Testament. As we have seen, the author of The Vision was aware of these 

prophecies and refers to many of them in the sermon frame of The Vision. Thus, the oral 

tradition of The Vision relies heavily on biblical prophecies for its authentication. This 

dialogue between The Vision and the Bible in its introductory frame invites the audience 

                                                 
165

 Ancient Egyptian believed that the soul went to the afterlife by way of the setting sun. See 

Seidel 217. 
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 Monasticism was established and popularized by the Egyptian monk St. Anthony. See 

Meinardus Two Thousand 35. 
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to cross check the tradition with their holy book for validation. It is a bold strategy to 

ground the tradition as biblical truth.  

The culmination of the authentication of The Vision‘s tradition was of course its 

official canonization. It has become a part of the reading and teaching canon of the 

Coptic Church. It has fixed the dates and the route of the visit of the Holy Family and 

consequently created new fixed annual celebratory dates. It confirmed that the site is a 

holy Coptic one that entailed property and worship rights. It further attracted an influx of 

pilgrims and monks and turned the area into an active religious pilgrimage site, not only 

for the Copts but also for others.  The tradition succeeded in securing these lands for the 

Copts, and enabled the Copts to maintain Copt-specific communities with important 

population densities: the monastery and the neighboring village form an all-Christian 

neighborhood, a rare event in Islamized Egypt. Indeed, to this point, comparing a country 

like Turkey with Egypt reveals the effects of the oral tradition of the Holy Family in 

resisting Islamization and identity erosion: Both countries were completely Christian by 

the time of the Muslim Arab invasion, yet today at least ten to twenty percent of the 

Egyptian population is still Coptic, whereas the Islamization of Turkey is complete. 

Despite the fact that the Muslim conquest occurred much later. 
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12. Conclusion 

 

 Perhaps the best way to conclude is by citing living modern examples of the role 

of oral tradition in resisting domination and suppression among the Copts in Egypt and in 

the American Coptic diaspora. In his book Jesus in Egypt, Perry recounts his visit to Gabl 

El Tayr, the location of The Homily of the Church of the Rock, with his companion Kees, 

who was commissioned by a Coptic businessman to buy the remains of the tree that had 

worshipped Christ in that location so that it might be housed in a museum.  Oral tradition 

in this area had long maintained that a particular tree had bowed to Christ as he passed. 

The tree is known in Arabic as Shagrat El-Abid or the worshipper tree. The tree, 

identified by a bishop, formed one of the Christian touristic sites relating to the visit of 

the Holy Family to Egypt (215). Christians came from all over to see this tree whose 

branches did indeed bow to the ground. Bishop Samuel, who had identified the tree, 

asked the responsible Coptic Committee that it be added to the list of official sites on the 

map of the Holy Family‘s visit; the tree site was approved by the Ministry of Tourism, 

and a photo of this tree was added to the photo book that was published by the ministry to 

promote Holy Pilgrimage to Egypt. But a Muslim squatter who had built a house and was 

farming the land on which the tree stood wasn‘t happy about the publicity and the visitors 

to his land.  One morning, the tree was completely dug out and uprooted to make sure 

that no new shoots would come out(215-6). The destruction of the tree caused some stir. 

The Copts saw its destruction as a violent erasure of what they hold dear and holy, a 
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denial of the religious value of their valued relics.  Perry examined the remains of the tree 

and described it as follows, ―I went to the butchered acacia to see the damage. It had a 

long trunk, maybe twenty feet in length that was doubled over like a man bowing low. 

Both of its ends had been burned and there was no sign of a stump‖(216). Kees offered 

the squatter a hundred Egyptian pounds for the dead tree. The squatter was happy to take 

the money in return for the dead tree. Mounir Ghabbour, the wealthy Coptic, who 

attempted to save the tree, was called and was thrilled to be able to take the tree to house 

it in a museum. Had the tree been left, it would have been used as firewood or left to rot. 

However, when Kees returned with a truck to pick the tree up, the squatter refused to give 

him the tree without a permit from the Egyptian Antiquities Organization. Such a permit 

was never issued because the Muslims in the area declared that this ―tree was not bowing 

to Jesus, as Christian tradition says, but to Mohammed the worshipper, a noted local 

follower of Islam. The local government says that since it is a Muslim site, Christians 

have no claim or anything to worry about‖(218). The priest of the church in the area said 

that it is better to forget about the tree because if the Copts seek to further claim their 

right, ―this could bring trouble.‖  He added, ―Perhaps just the stories themselves would be 

sufficient to sustain the image of nature bowing to the child Jesus‖ (218). Although this 

story demonstrates the oppression, domination, antagonism and discrimination against 

the Copts and their frustration--and in many cases, helplessness-- to preserve their sites 

and their relics, it shows how oral tradition has preserved and will continue to preserve 

the narrative. The oral tradition will not only preserve the story of a nature-worshipping 

Christ who traversed the Egyptian landscape and blessed what he touched, but will also 

preserve the moral incrimination of the Arab Muslims involved in destroying associated 
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relics of this presence. It will preserve the historical narrative that the Copts need to 

know.  

Another specific example can serve to highlight the key role played by The 

Vision's oral tradition in contemporary Coptic culture: The reading of the daily 

Synaxarium is changing format and medium (using web and satellite channels) to 

modernize but also to guarantee its permanent accessibility and integrity.
167

 It is worth 

quoting in full length the Synaxarium reading of the third of Tout (September 13th). The 

second entry of the entry of that day reads,  

2. A Great Earthquake took place in Cairo and Most of the Egyptian 

Cities. On this day also a great earthquake took place in Cairo and most of 

the Egyptian cities at 9:00 a.m. On this day, a church named after Michael 

the Archangel, at El-Gazyra in Cairo, was destroyed, among many other 

places. It was said that certain ungodly people had asked the Christians for 

a bribe, but they did not yield; and when it was evening these men came 

and destroyed the church completely. This was in the ninth year of the 

Papacy of Abba Macarius in the year 828 of the Holy Martyrs (AD 1112). 

(8)  

                                                 
167

 It is worth noting that incidents of burning churches and attacking Copts and killing them are 

so numerous in contemporary context that they may one day fill every day of the Synaxarium 

cycle. Although only few incidents have managed to make their debut in the Synaxarium, Coptic 

groups abroad are maintaining websites with databases of all the incidents that they come to 

know about, along with links to newspaper articles, interviews, pictures and videos. The 

American Coptic Union, one such organization, maintains its database on 

www.copts4freedom.com. Videos of violent actions against Copts are also broadcast on 

www.Youtube.com. 

http://www.copts4freedom.com/
http://www.youtube.com/
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The entry is no longer a hagiography nor a religious event but a historical record of 

aggression against the Copts by their enemies in which they recorded the date, the time, 

the details and the name of the Church that was destroyed.  Obviously, ―the ungodly 

people‖ had wished to blame the destruction of the Coptic Church on the earthquake but 

the Synaxarium entry was added to thwart this attempt and to ensure that the correct 

version is preserved and laid blame on the aggressors. This short account falls short of 

naming the guilty party--surely a wise survival strategy--and yet this story must have 

survived in oral tradition for many centuries before its bold addition to the Synaxarium.  

In addition, the Synaxarium entry of the 6th of Baramhat narrates a hagiography 

of a Christian man who converted to Islam but later recanted and was martyred: 

1. The Martyrdom of St. Dioscorus. 

On this day, St. Dioscorus was martyred at the time of the Arabs. He was 

from Alexandria, and was brought up as Christian but for unexplained 

reasons he left the faith of his fathers and adopted the faith of the Arabs. 

He had a married sister in the city of Fayyum. When she knew what her 

brother did, she sent a letter to him saying: "I would have preferred that 

the news had come to me telling me that you had died a Christian, and I 

would have rejoiced, than that the news that reached me, that you are not 

dead, and you have abandoned the Faith of Christ your God." At the end 

she said: "Know that this letter marks the end of the relation between you 

and me. From this time on do not show me your face and do not write 

me."  
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When he had read his sister's letter, he wept bitterly, and he smote 

his face and tore his beard. Then he rose in haste and girded up his loins, 

prayed entreating God fervently and made the sign of the cross over 

himself. He went out of his house and wandered about in the city.  

When the Muslims saw him in this condition, they brought him to 

the Governor who asked him: "You have left Christianity and joined our 

religion, so what happened to you?" He replied saying "I have been born 

Christian, and I shall die Christian, and I do not know anything except 

this." The Governor threatened him, beat him and inflicted great pain upon 

him and when he did not change his opinion, he shut him up in prison. The 

Governor sent to the Khalifa of Egypt presenting his case to him. The 

Khalifa ordered the governor to offer him leaving the faith of the 

Christians and entering the faith of the Khalifa, if he obeyed to give him 

much money and to reward him, otherwise to burn him. The Governor 

brought him out of jail and asked him to deny his faith but he refused 

saying: "I told you before that I have been born Christian, and I shall die 

Christian." He ordered him to be burnt. They dug a large pit outside the 

city, and they filled it with wood and they set fire in it. When the flames of 

the fire mounted up to a great height, they casted him in the pit, after they 

had beaten him sorely and gashed his body with knives. He received the 

crown of martyrdom in the kingdom of heaven. (252) 

This Synaxarium account gives a vivid description of what happened to Dioscorus 

along with blaming the Muslim neighbors who betrayed him to the ruler, the Khalifa. It 
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records also a lack of religious tolerance, a historically documented fact of Egyptian 

colonization in which those who recant Islam, even if they were formerly Christian, are 

punished by public death. It also depicts a policy of promoting Islam by means of 

financial and social rewards, rather than promoting the faith itself. On a narratological 

level, in the beginning of the entry, the narrator says in the ―days of the Arabs‖ as if 

these days were over--an interesting narratological device that enables him to distance 

the event from the present while at the same time his audience know that these days 

aren‘t over.
168

 Regardless of whether the population is mostly of Arab or Egyptian 

origin, those who profess Islam also profess Arab identity.  

With immigration and the establishment of Copts in diaspora, and with the onset 

of the electronic age, the daily Synaxarium is now available online on many Coptic 

websites. The story of the Copts and their subjection is today a valid counter-narrative 

available for all to see. Had it not been for oral tradition, the Copts would not have been 

able to reincorporate their past into new forms of discourse in diaspora (whether liturgical 

or popular). This dissertation I hope gives practical insight into how changing political 

conditions in Egypt and the presence of a large Coptic diaspora outside of Egypt have 

contributed to a new revalorization of The Vision of Theophilus. But the real practical 

value of this study will be achieved when the Copts finally decide to publish their oral 

tradition manuscripts with confidence, secure in the world‘s newfound appreciation for 

the great value and authenticity of oral literatures, a value that translates into the survival 

of a whole culture threatened by extinction. 

  

                                                 
168

 Egypt is of course officially called, ―The Arab Republic of Egypt.‖ 
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Note: Since Arabic words are transliterated into the Western phonetic alphabet, proper 

names can have many acceptable variations. Grammar and spelling have been regularized 

to conform to Standard American English. 

Coptic Synaxarium
169

 

(The entry of the 24th of Bashans) 

24th of Bashans/1st June  

Commemoration of the Entry of the Lord Christ to Egypt 

On this day, our Lord Jesus Christ came to the land of Egypt when He was a two 

years old child, as the Bible says in (Mt. 2:13) that the angel of the Lord appeared to 

Joseph in a dream, saying: "Arise, take the young Child and His mother, flee to Egypt, 

and stay there until I bring you word; for Herod will seek the young Child to destroy 

Him." This was for two reasons:  

A. If He fell in the hand of Herod, and Herod could not kill Him, he would have 

thought that His flesh was a phantom.  

B.  The second reason was to bless the people of Egypt by being among them, so that 

the prophecy of Hosea (Hosea 11:1) could be fulfilled which says: "... out of Egypt 

I called My Son." And also the prophecy of Isaiah (19:1) is fulfilled: "Behold, the 

Lord rides on a swift cloud, and will come into Egypt, the idols of Egypt will totter 

at His presence, and the heart of Egypt will melt in its midst." 
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 Excerpts are taken from Coptic Synaxarium published by St. George Coptic Orthodox Church 

of Illinois. 
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The Lord Jesus came to Egypt with Joseph, and His Virgin mother, and Salome. 

They passed in an estate called "Basta" where the Holy Family drank from a well, and the 

water of the well became healing water for all sicknesses. Then they went to "Meniet 

Samannoud" and crossed the Nile to the western side. In this place, the Lord Jesus put 

His foot on a stone, and the trace of His foot appeared, and the stone was called "Picha 

Isos" in Coptic (the heel of Jesus). From there, they went westward to Wadi El-Natroun, 

and St. Mary blessed the place, for her knowledge [sic] that many monasteries would be 

built there. Then they went to "Al-Ashmonaim" where they settled for several days, after 

which they went to Mount "Qosqam," where the monastery of St. Mary was later built, 

which has been known with the name "El-Moharrak monastery." When Herod died, the 

angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream saying: "Arise, take the young Child and 

His mother, and go to the land of Israel, for those who sought the young Child's life are 

dead." (Mt. 2:20-21). They came back to Cairo, and on their return they stayed in a cave 

which is today located in the church of Abu-Serga in Old Cairo. Then they passed by El-

Mataryia, and they washed there from a well, and the well has been blessed since, and a 

tree of Balsam grew beside it, from its oil the Chrism (El-Myroun) is made which is used 

to consecrate new churches. From there, the Holy Family walked to El-Mahama 

(Mustorod) and from there to Israel. We ought to celebrate this feast spiritually with joy, 

for Our Lord Jesus honoured our land. (360) 
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(The Entry of the 6th of Hathor) 

6th of Hathor 

Consecration of the Virgin's Church in the 

Muharraq Monastery in Qosqam Mountain 

On this day also was the consecration of the church of the Holy Virgin, in the 

Mouharaque Monastery, in Kuesquam Mount. Our Lord and savior Jesus Christ blessed 

this church with His presence along with His disciples, during the time of its 

consecration, as was testified to by the Saints Philotheos and Kyrillos, Popes of 

Alexandria. (85) 

(The Entry of the 18th of Babah) 

18th of Babah 

Departure of the Honourable Father St. Theophilus, the 23rd Pope of Alexandria 

On this day of the year AD 404, the Holy Father Abba Theophilus, 23rd Pope of 

Alexandria, departed. He was a disciple of St. Athanasius the Apostolic. He was brought 

up by him and learned all the spiritual doctrine from him. When Pope Timothy departed, 

this father was chosen to take his place. Abba Theophilus was knowledgeable, well read 

in the church books with full understanding of their interpretation. He wrote many 

discourses and works of exhortation urging on the works of charity and mercy, and 

warnings to the people about receiving the Divine Mysteries without being prepared, and 

concerning the Resurrection and the punishment which is prepared for sinners and many 

other useful teachings. The Holy Father Abba Kyrillos was his nephew and Abba 

Theophilus took care of his education by sending him to Abba Serapion in the desert of 
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Scete. There he studied the books of the church and all its subjects and stayed there five 

years, then went back to his uncle. When Abba Theophilus was with Abba Athanasius the 

Apostolic, he heard him one day saying while looking at the hills before his cell, "If I find 

time, I will clear away these hills and build a church in their place for St. John the Baptist 

and Elisha the prophet."  

 When Abba
170

 Theophilus became Patriarch, he remembered that saying and he 

talked about it often. In the city of Rome, the husband of a rich woman died and left her 

with two sons. She took them and much money and an icon of the Archangel Raphael 

and came to Alexandria. When she heard about the interest of the father the Patriarch in 

removing those hills, she went to him with true zeal and gave him enough money to fulfil 

his desire. After the work was done, a treasure appeared under the hills and was covered 

with a slab of stone engraved in Coptic, with three characters of theta, ΘΘΘ. When 

Abba Theophilus saw them, he knew, guided by the Holy Spirit, the secret of these three 

letters and said, "Behold the time has come for this treasure to be uncovered because 

these three thetas were gathered together at the same time and they are: Thoes, that of 

God; and Theodosius the Emperor, son of Arcadius, son of Theodosius the Great; and 

Theophilus the Patriarch - meaning himself. He found that this treasure dated to the Era 

of Alexander, the son of Philip the Macedonian which was seven hundred years before. 

The Patriarch sent to the Emperor to inform him about the treasure and asked him to 

come. The Emperor came and saw the treasure, and gave a large sum of money to Abba 

Theophilus. He built many churches. He began by building a church in the name of St. 

John the Baptist and Elisha the Prophet, and he transferred their relics that church. That 
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 Abba means Father. 
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church was known at that time by the Demas. Then he built a church by the name of our 

Lady the Virgin Mary, then a church in the name of the Archangel Raphael at El-Gizira 

and seven other churches. As for the two sons of the woman who came from Rome, he 

ordained them bishops. When the Emperor saw the love of the Abba the Patriarch for 

building churches, he gave him all the houses of idols and Abba Theophilus changed 

them to churches and lodging houses for strangers, and endowed them with land. Having 

fulfilled his days in a life pleasing to God, he departed from this world in peace. (55) 
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Note: Since Arabic words are transliterated into Geez and Western phonetic alphabet, 

proper names can have many acceptable variations. Grammar and spelling have been 

regularized to conform to Standard American English. 

 

The Ethiopic Synaxarium
171

 

 

(The Entry of the 24th of Genbot) 

 

24th Genbot
172

  

On this day our Lord Jesus Christ came to the land of Egypt, and He was a child whose 

days were two years, even as the Holy Gospel saith. And the angel of God appeared unto 

Joseph in a dream, saying, ―Rise up, take the child and His mother, and depart to the land 

of Egypt and remain there until I tell thee.‖ And the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ took 

place for two reasons, in the operation of His wisdom, firstly: If Herod, the infidel, found 

Him, and was able to kill Him; others would think that His Incarnation was from below; 

and secondly: That the men of the land of Egypt might not be deprived of His grace, and 

of His going about in their midst, and that He might smash the idols which were in the 

land of Egypt, and that the prophecy of Isaiah the prophet might be fulfilled which said, 

―Behold, God shall mount upon a swift (or, light) cloud, and shall come to the land of 

Egypt, and the idols of Egypt shall fall down‖ (Isaiah 19, 1). Our Lord, in the operation 

of His wisdom, fled before Herod, but it was not through fear that He fled. And the first 

city at which Joseph, and our holy Lady, the Virgin Mary, the God-bearer, and our Lord 
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 Excerpts are taken from Synaxarium, Book of Saints of the Ethiopian Orthodox Tawahedo 

Church  530-2, 121-2, 93-5. 
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 Equivalent to 24th Bashans/ 1st June AD The Ethiopic Calendar is a copy of the Coptic 

Calendar, but the months have Ethiopic rather than Coptic names. 



316 

Jesus Christ, and Salome, whose name was ―Balata,‖ arrived, would not receive them. 

And they dug there a well of water, and it became a means of healing, not only to the 

men of that city, but also to all other men. Thence they departed to the monastery of 

Gamnudi, and they crossed the river towards the west. And the Lord put His foot upon a 

stone, and the mark of the sole of His foot is in the stone to this day, and the name of that 

place is called ―the place of the sole of the foot of the Lord Jesus.‖ And our Lord said 

unto His mother, the holy Lady, the Virgin Mary, ―Know thou, O Mary, my mother that 

in this place a church shall be built in thy name and in mine. And I will make manifest 

therein signs and wonders, until the end of the world, and it shall be called ‗Debre 

Mitmak.‘‖ Thence they departed towards the river, and crossed over towards the west, 

and He saw the desert of Scete from afar, and our Lord Jesus Christ blessed it, and He 

said unto His mother, ―Know, O my mother Mary, that in this desert there shall live many 

monks, [and] ascetics, and spiritual fighters, and they shall serve God like the angels.‖ 

Thence He came to Debre Mesrak. And there was a staff in the hand of Joseph, 

wherewith he used to smite our Lord Jesus Christ, and Joseph gave Him the staff. And 

when He took it He said unto His mother, ―We will tarry here‖; and that place and its 

desert, and the well of water, which is the first there, became known as Matareya (Near 

Heliopolis). And our Lord took Joseph‘s staff, and broke it into little pieces and planted 

these pieces in that place, and He dug with His own divine hands a well, and there flowed 

from it sweet water, which had an exceedingly sweet odor. And our Lord took some of 

the water in His hands, and watered therewith the pieces of wood which He had planted, 

and straightway they took root, and put forth leaves, and an exceedingly sweet perfume 

was emitted by them, which was sweeter than any other perfume. And these pieces of 
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wood grew and increased and they called them ―Balsan‖ (i.e. the balsam trees). And our 

Lord Jesus Christ said unto His mother, the holy Virgin Mary, ―O my mother, these 

Balsan, which I have planted, shall abide here forever, and from them shall be [taken] the 

oil for Christian baptism, when they baptized in the Name of the Father and the Son and 

the Holy Spirit.‖ Thence they went to the city of Behensa, and to a place, which is called 

Bet Iyasus, which is interpreted ―House of Jesus‖; and our Lord Jesus Christ dug there a 

well whereof the water cured every sickness and every pain. And He also set a sign in a 

certain well of the river of Egypt, which rose [in flood] every year. At the time of prayer 

at which they offered up incense at mid-day to God by that well, as soon as the reading of 

the Gospel was ended the water which was in the well would rise up and come to the 

mouth of the well; and they used to receive a blessing from it, and straightway the water 

would recede until it reached its former level; and the people used to measure by the cubit 

the height to which it rose above its normal level at the bottom of the well. If the height 

were twenty cubits, there would be great abundance in the land of Egypt that year, if the 

height were eighteen or seventeen cubits, there would also be abundance, but if the height 

were only sixteen cubits there would be a great famine throughout the land of Egypt. And 

then they went to ‗Ashmonaim, and our Lord broke the idols which were therein; and 

they dwelt there for a few days with a man whose name was ‗Apelon. And there were 

there some komol trees, and they bowed [their heads] before our Lord Jesus Christ, and 

they have remained bent until this day. Thence they went to Debre Kuskuam , and they 

remained therein for six months, and our Lord placed a well therein, the water of which 

healed every sickness. And when our Lord had finished living in the land of Egypt the 

days which He wanted to live there, that is to say, three years and six months, and Herod 
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was dead, the angel of the Lord appeared unto Joseph in a dream, and again he spoke to 

him, saying, ―Rise up and take the Child, and His mother, and depart to the land of 

Israel.‖ When they returned from that place, they came to the city of Mahareka; and 

having come to Mesr (Cairo), they dwelt in the cave, which is the church of Saint Sergius 

in Mesr (Cairo). After this they went out from Mesr (Cairo) and came to Matariyah, and 

they bathed there, and the well therein which our Lord Jesus Christ made became holy 

and blessed from that hour, even as has already been said. And thence went forth the oil 

―Balasan,‖ [the plants of which] our Lord planted, and with this oil Christian baptism is 

made perfect, and with it churches and altars, and sacred property are consecrated. And 

with it they give relief and healing to all those who are sick, and they present it as a gift 

to kings, who boast themselves of its possession. 

And from this place they went to Mehdab. And by His return was fulfilled the 

prophecy of Hosea the prophet, saying, ―Out of Egypt have I called My Son‖ (Hosea 

11:1). And it is meet to us to celebrate a spiritual festival on this day, and we should sing 

on it the words of David the prophet, ―God hath wrought signs in the land of Egypt, and 

wonders in the Field of Zoan‖ (Psalm 78:12). And also, ―He hath wrought in thee the 

signs of Egypt, and in the Egyptians,‖ and with them. ―Glory be to God our Lord Jesus 

Christ, and to this Good Father, and to the Holy Life-giving Spirit, forever and ever. 

Amen.‖ 
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Salutation to Thy coming to the land of Egypt. 

(Entry of the 6th of Khedr) 

6th Khedr
173

  

And on this day also our Lord and Redeemer Jesus Christ and His disciples were 

gathered together on Mount Kueskuam and He consecrated His Tabernacle and Church 

and performed the consecration of the Offering with His disciples on that day. This was 

the first consecration of the offering on Mount Kueskuam according to what Saint 

Theophilus and Saint Cyril, Archbishop of the city of Alexandria testify concerning this 

matter. Salutation to those who have taken refuge at thy feet, O Mount Kueskuam, 

namely to Mary & her child Christ. 

Salutation, Salutation to Josa, son of Joseph. 

(The Entry of the 18th of Tekemt) 

18th Tekemt
174

 

 On this day, died the Holy Father, Theophilus, the 23rd Archbishop of the city of 

Alexandria. He was appointed in the sixth year of the reign of Theodosius the Great. In 

his days lived John of the Golden Mouth (Chrysostom), of the city of Antioch, who 

translated the Gospel of John, the son of Zebedee, and he also translated the Book of Paul 

the apostle. He was appointed Archbishop of the city of Constantinople, when the days of 

this father were twenty-eight years, and he died in exile. And in the days of this father 

there lived also Epipahanius, Bishop of Cyprus; and in his days also died Abba Cyril, 

Bishop of Jerusalem; and in his days also rose up the seven children after they had been 
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asleep for three hundred seventy-two years. And this Holy Father was a disciple of 

Athanasius, the apostolic Archbishop of the city of Alexandria, and this Saint Theophilus 

was brought up in the cell of Saint Athanasius, and he learned from him all spiritual 

doctrine. When Abba Timothy the archbishop died, this father was appointed in his place. 

And he was prudent, and observant, and he learned the Books of the Church by heart, and 

he understood the interpretation of the same. During the days of his office he wrote great 

discourses, and many works of exhortation concerning love (i.e., charity), and concerning 

the Resurrection and the punishment, which is prepared for sinners, and other treatises, 

which tend to edification. And Saint Abba Cyril was the son of the sister of this father, 

and he brought him up most carefully and piously. And he sent him to Abba Serapion so 

that he might instruct him carefully and thoroughly in spiritual matters, and father Abba 

Serapion taught him every kind of spiritual learning, and he learned by heart all the 

Books of the Church. When his education was complete Abba Theophilus sent and 

brought him to his cell. He used to make him read before him continually books 

concerning the people. When this father Abba Theophilus was with Abba Athanasius, he 

one day saw him lifting up his eyes to a hill, now he was [standing] before his cell, and 

he heard him say, ―If I find good days I will clear away this hill, and I will build on the 

site thereof a church to Saint John the Baptist and Elias the prophet.‖ And when this 

Father Abba Theophilus was appointed Archbishop of Alexandria he remembered that 

hill concerning which he heard Abba Athanasius speak, and determined that he would do 

and carry out what he had heard Abba Athanasius say he would do. And in those days 

there was in the city of Rome a certain woman who was exceedingly rich; now her 

husband was dead, and he had left her much property, and she had two sons. And she 
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took her two sons, and the money, which she had with her, and a picture of the angel 

Raphael, and she departed from the city of Rome to the city of Alexandria. And when she 

heard Abba Theophilus speaking about that hill, straightway she became moved by the 

zeal of the Spirit, and she spent much money and cleared away that hill, and there 

appeared underneath it a coffer which was covered over with a slab of stone whereon 

were written (or engraved) three characters which were Θ Θ Θ. As soon as Theophilus 

saw them he knew their mystery through the Holy Spirit, and he said, ―Behold, the time 

hath arrived wherein this coffer should be brought to light, for the three characters upon it 

are Θ Θ Θ, and behold, they were gathered together at the same time. One Θ standeth 

for Theos, that is God; the second Θ standeth for the Emperor Theodosius, and the third 

Θ standeth for Theophilus the archbishop, that is to say a holy three.‖ And having said 

this he opened the coffer and found written inside it the date according to the Era of King 

Alexander, the son of Philip, the Macedonian, and it was seven hundred years, from the 

time when they closed [the coffer]. And the Archbishop Abba Theophilus sent to the 

Emperor Theodosius the Less, the son of the Emperor Arcadius, the son of Theodosius 

the Great, and he informed him about the coffer, and how he had opened it, and he said, 

―Come, that thou mayest see it.‖ And the emperor came to the city of Alexandria, and he 

looked at the coffer, and he gave half of the treasure inside it to the blessed Theophilus, 

and a half of it he placed in a ship and took to the city of Constantinople. And the blessed 

Theophilus built churches with the gold, which the emperor had given him. And he began 

to build first of all a church in the names of John the Baptist and Saint Elijah, and he 

translated their bodies and laid them in it, and this church is well known to this day in 

Demas. And at that time he also built a church in the name of our holy Lady the Virgin 
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Mariyam, by the hands of the Melchites in the east of the city. And thirdly, he built a 

church in the name of the angel Raphael in Daset, and he built seven other churches; and 

then he appointed the sons of that widow bishops. When the emperor saw the love of the 

archbishop for building churches, he gave him all the houses of idols which were in the 

whole country of Egypt, and Theophilus pulled them down and built on their sites 

churches and lodging houses for strangers and pilgrims, and he endowed them with land 

and other property. And having followed in this good course of action, and pleased God, 

he departed to God and went to his rest from the toil of this world, after sitting upon the 

throne of Mark the evangelist eight and twenty years. When this father administered 

Christian baptism he used to see a rod of light before him making the sign of the Cross 

over the place of baptism. And this father and the Emperor Theodosius were cutting 

wood, and each of the two saw a vision on the same night wherein it seemed that one of 

them was to become emperor and the other archbishop; and it came to pass to them even 

as they had seen in the vision. In the first year wherein this father was made archbishop, 

the Emperor Theodosius commanded that each of them should write down their belief in 

books, and that they should bring them to the emperor, and they did as he had 

commanded and brought the books to the emperor. 

 When they had drawn nigh unto him, the emperor rose up and prayed, and then he 

laid the books on the altar. And God revealed unto him that there was nothing in them 

about the Orthodox Faith except that they said and believed that ―the Son with the Father 

and with the Holy Spirit is One God.‖ And the emperor commanded [his servants] to cast 

forth all the books wherein evil belief and words of doubt (or hypocritical words) were 

written, and the emperor expelled all those who were in doubt about their belief from his 
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kingdom. And John of the Mouth of Gold multiplied his reading in the Books of 

‗Awgaryos (Abgarus), and this father Theophilus sent a message to Epiphanius, Bishop 

of Cyprus, and to all his own bishops, ordering them to anathematize the Books of 

‗Awgaryos (Abgarus), and they anathematized them even as did Theophilus the 

archbishop. When John of the Mouth of Gold heard that Abba Theophilus the Archbishop 

of the city of Alexandria had anathematized the Books of ‗Awgaryos (Abgrus), he 

abandoned them and never read them again. And [he died] the seven hundred and twenty-

first year of King Alexander, the Two horned (AD 410).  

 Salutation to Theophilus who was worthy to sit upon the throne of Mark, the 

evangelist.(E. W. Budge) 
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The Holy Psalmody
175

 

 

The Doxology of the Arrival into Egypt 

(To be recited on the 24th of Bashans) 

 

God, who is glorified in the council of the saints, 

 Who sits upon the Cherubim,  

Was seen in the land of Egypt. 

 

He, who created heaven and earth,  

We saw Him as a Good One, in the bosom of Mary, 

 The New Heaven, and the righteous Joseph the Elder.  

 

The Ancient of the days, 

Whom the angels praise 

Today has come into Egypt, to save us His people. 

                                                 
175

 Excerpts taken from the public copy of "The Holy Psalmody." 14 August 2009. Coptic 

Orthodox Electronic Publishing. July 2009  <http://www.coepaonline.org/downDetails 

.php?pageNum_titleDetails=1&nav=downloads&cat_id=1&subcat_id=23&thrdcat_id=2

9&totalRows_titleDetails=20>. 
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Rejoice and be happy O  

Egypt and all your children and your borders, for the  

Lover of man has come to you, who exists before all ages. 

 

Isaiah the Great has said, 

―The Lord will come to Egypt, upon a light cloud,  

He is the King of heaven and earth.‖ 

 

We praise and glorify Him, 

And exalt Him above all, as a  

Good One and Lover of man, 

 

Have Mercy Upon Us According To Your Great Mercy. 

 

Psali Batos for the Feast of the Arrival into Egypt 

Recited on the 24th of Bashans 

Truly I approached a great prince, 

Which is the Name of salvation,  

Of Christ the King of the ages. 

 

Everyone rejoices today, in  

Heaven and on earth, for the 

 King of Kings, has appeared on earth. 
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For truly in that day. He 

 Walked like all men, and in his great mercy,  

He came down to the land of Egypt. 

 

David the Psalmist spoke and  

Glorified his majesty, saying ―let the heavens 

Rejoice, and let the earth be glad.‖ 

 

The valleys rejoice, with everything therein,  

Because of the coming of Christ,  

As said by the prophets. 

 

Yes truly indeed, Mathew  

The Apostle, told us in the  

Gospel, likewise saying. 

 

―Behold an angel spoke to 

Joseph saying, ―Arise take 

 Jesus Christ and go to Egypt quickly.‘‖ 

 

This is the mysterious Prophecy, which appeared 

And shined, ―Out of  the  

Land of Egypt, I have called my Son.‖ 
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In haste and wisdom, in 

Strength Joseph arose, he  

Took his Lord, and Mary and Salome. 

 

For truly they came, down 

With patience, to the land of  

Egypt, to flee from the face of Herod. 

 

And also the demons fled, 

With all their hosts, and the idols 

Were destroyed before the King of glory. 

 

And afterwards the seas,  

And rivers praise Him, and  

The hills and the mountains, Worship Him. 

 

All trees and cedars, and rain 

And dew, praise God who has come,  

For our salvation. 

 

Blessed are You indeed, with 

Your Good Father, and the  

Spirit of Comfort, the Co-essential Trinity. 
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A mystery full of glory, He 

Who created the heavens, 

Walked like all men, on that day. 

 

The King of all ages, took 

Flesh and became man, He  

Came to the cave which is in Egypt. 

 

All the names of the Incorporeal, praise Him 

 Without doubt, with an incessant voice, 

Saying ―Glory to You O Only-begotten One.‖ 

 

Hear me O my beloved, in 

The land of Pagem, He left   ---(Bahnasa) 

His blessing in the well, with Healing and delight. 

 

Then He came to Ashmonaim, 

He dispersed the idols, and in that city, 

He performed miracles. 

 

And also with joy, they walked to 

 The mountain of Coskam, they stayed for 

Many months, He blessed it with His right hand. 
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Yours is the glory and the 

Honor, and the thanksgiving, 

O King and Creator, in Your great economy. 

 

Holy are You O Lover of Man, 

For You have visited us in Your mercy. 

You took flesh and became man, and gave us salvation. 

 

O Saviour have mercy on your people, 

Through the prayers and intercessions, of 

Your mother the Virgin, the true Saint Mary. 

 

Be patient with Your servant, 

Forgive me my Iniquities, so I may praise 

You, saying Glory to You. 

Alleluia. 

 

Psali Adam for the Feast of the Arrival into Egypt 

(To be said on Bashans 24 if it is an Adam day) 

 

My soul desired, Your salvation,  

That I may declare 

Your glory, and Your great mercy. 
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Send me Your help, teach 

Me Your  precepts, grant me  

Wisdom, O True God. 

 

For truly mysterious, O 

Creator, are Your great  

works, and Your humility. 

 

Christ the Master, was born 

From Mary, He saved the 

Race, of Adam and Eve. 

 

He was in Bethlehem, in a  

Manger, He is the Savior, the 

King of all ages. 

 

He who is the Refuge. He 

Who is the Judge, truly fled  

From, the face of Herod. 

 

Behold He has taught us, 

Not to return, evil with evil, 

Till the end of our days. 
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The right hand of the Lord, 

The Word of the Father, the 

Unlimited Power, in the bosom of His Father. 

 

Jesus Christ, our True God, 

Who came and was incarnate,  

For our salvation. 

 

For truly in that day, He 

Came to the Egyptians, 

Walking with them, like a Man. 

 

Behold the word, of the 

Prophet came to pass, when 

He spoke, concerning the Master. 

 

Mary the Saint, the light  

Cloud, carried the Holy One, 

Today in Egypt. 

 

The idols have fallen, and 

Their demons fled, from the  

True God, the Son of the Father. 
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Therefore He went, into a 

Cave, in His eternal and great  

Wisdom. 

 

And likewise He also 

Walked in a house, Jesus put 

Healing, in a deep well. 

 

Likewise He went, to 

Ashmonaim, He dispersed the  

Enemies in that place. 

 

Rejoice and be happy, O 

Land of Egypt, in Emmanuel 

The King of all creation. 

 

Salome and Mary, and 

Joseph the Righteous, they  

Praise with eagerness, before the Precious One. 

 

Therefore truly, with new 

Songs, they sang to Him, 

When they saw the wonders. 
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The Son of God our Lord, 

Who appeared to Abraham,  

Came into our midst, on Mount Qus‘qam. 

 

God the Creator, who spoke 

To Moses, with humility, 

Came into Egypt. 

 

Holy Holy, in your 

Economy, O you Holy One 

Glory to You Alleluia. 

 

O Savior of the world, God  

The Lover of man, have 

Mercy on Your people, heal their sickness. 

 

Be patient with me, I who 

Am weak, grant me mercy, in 

The Day of Judgment. 
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A Coptic Religious Song Taught to 

 

Sunday School Children and Adults 

 

  

                                                 
176

 This song is taken from the official book of Coptic Hymns reviewed by Pope Shenoudah, the 

third. I have translated this song from Arabic. 
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A Coptic Religious Song Taught to Sunday School Children and Adults 

 

O Egypt O Lucky O Happy 

With Baby Jesus‘ Coming 

He Gave You the Heavenly Blessing 

 

Your idols were horrified 

On their faces they fell shattered 

The Pagan State finished 

 

To God an altar was based 

Christians prayed and praised 

In the heavenly liturgies blessed 

 

Martyrs in the thousands were killed 

for the love of the God who saved 

The banners of Christianity they raised 

 

The wilderness with monasteries brimmed 

The saints there multiplied 

And the desert beamed 
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Antiphonary 

  

                                                 
177

 I translated these sections from Arabic into English from the Diphnarium, Edited by Bishop 

Mataeous, Misr Qadima,1985. 
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Antiphonary 

The 24th of Bashans 

The Visit of Jesus Christ to the Land of Egypt with His Mother the Virgin Mary 

 

I opened my mouth, I, the miserable, the illiterate, the weak, and the sinner to 

praise my savior Jesus and to glorify his mother, the Virgin, the swift cloud who came to 

Egypt. I mean Martamariam the Virgin Saint who carried our God Jesus when he crushed 

the idols of Egypt and delivered the Egyptians from apostasy and atheism and saved them 

from destruction. They were lost in pagan heresies. He shined on them with His divine 

glory. We worshipped the trinity, our God Forever. The angel of God spoke with Joseph 

saying take the boy and flee to Egypt. When Jesus came to Egypt with his mother he 

destroyed its idols and gods. The people sitting in darkness saw a great light which is that 

of the savior Christ who came and saved us and granted us life instead of death and 

eternal blessings. Let us praise him with his Virgin mother because she carried him and 

became his throne. 

Explanation: 

Jesus Christ our Lord came to the land of Egypt with his mother the Virgin Mary 

and Joseph the carpenter when Herod the King was chasing Him to arrest Him and kill 

Him by the sword. Satan worshippers, demons, idols and accursed handwork in the land 
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of the Egyptians. Our good savior crushed them all and established a firm holy site. 

Isaiah the prophet prophesied saying God will come to Egypt on a swift cloud, its idols 

will totter in awe of His power and glory, the people of Egypt will fear the Lord and 

know their creator and bow before Him. Now we understand the prophet. Let us bow in 

front of our savior and His Good Father and the Holy Spirit. Christ came to Egypt on a 

swift cloud, which is the Saint Virgin Mary, his mother, and Christ came carried in her 

arms as a small boy according to his plan. The old, pure Joseph, the blessed carpenter, 

and St. Salome the midwife were with them serving them.  

Let us glorify our Savior and His Good Father and the Holy Spirit and His mother 

the Virgin Mary. Intercede on our behalf you the Lady of us all, the Theotokos, Mariam, 

the mother of our savior to forgive us our sins. 

The 18th of Babah 

Death of Bishop Theophilus, the Patriarch of Alexandria 

Come to us today, O Holy King- David the Psalmist and Lyrist to teach us about the 

honor of our father the Patriarch Theophilus because you said inspired by the Holy Spirit, 

My tongue is a writing pen because the Holy Spirit descended upon him like fire burning 

his insides; he, therefore, uttered sayings and mayamir and homilies in the spirit. He 

taught the people with sweet sayings winning their souls. In his time there was great 

peace in all Orthodox churches – Come now my beloved orthodox brothers, lovers of 

God and monks to commemorate Our Father the Saint Bishop Theophilus. When he 

fulfilled all virtues and his struggle which was beyond reason, he brought his people and 

asked them to keep their holy faithfulness until the last breath. He opened his mouth and 
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gave up the spirit on the 18th of Babah. May the Lord grant us the forgiveness of our sins 

with his prayers. 

Explanation: 

Jesus‘ successor came in firmness- he met the angels- Jesus answered his prayers- 

Peace be with you when you came in and when you departed and for your effort with 

your people, O saintly father who loved his children. Peace be with you for your sweet 

words and for the people who followed you. You trusted son of the apostles, The 

prophecy of Isaiah, sight of Ezekiel, vision of Daniel all these illuminated your mind- the 

four gospels, the epistles and the stories of the apostles with which you were fought but 

with God‘s support you became firm through them.. You were like   Saint David when he 

fought Goliath – Peace be with you Solomon who built the house of the Lord- Peace be 

with you Zerubbabel who decorated the altar- Peace be with you Joshua-the great priest 

of God- Peace be with you our Father Theophilus, the trusted shepherd and saint. The 

God of Heavens sent you to us for the peace of the church to please the priests and to 

make the deacons rejoice and the seven orders of the living God‘s house. They have 

received great honor from Jesus Christ. Your city is in heaven and your memory is on 

earth our good shepherd and celibate teacher of our souls, humble monk, teacher of truth 

Bishop Theophilus the Patriarch ask God on our behalf to do with us mercy and forgive 

us our sins. 

The 6th of Hathor 

The Apostles Meet with the Savior in the Mount of Qasqam and consecrate it 

Peace be with you my masters-the fathers the apostles among whom the world was 

distributed. Peace be with you Father Peter who told Jesus, you are the son of the living 
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God, Peace be with you Andrew the brother of Peter, the second invited to apostleship. 

Peace be with you James son of Zebedee who saw God‘s glory on the mount, Peace be 

with you John the celibate, the pure whom God loved because of his purity- Peace be 

with you Bartholomew whose sayings and evangelism filled the whole world. Peace be 

with you Phillips who told God Show us the father and it is enough for us. Peace be with 

you Thomas gem stone who put his finger in Christ‘s side. Peace be with you Matthew 

the evangelical the true jewel of the church. Peace be with you James Son of Alphaeus. 

Peace be with you Simon— 

Peace be with you Matthias, the new stem who was chosen by lot, Peace be with 

you Mark who shone upon Alexandria, Peace be with you Luke, the true physician and 

the third evangelical, Peace be with you Paul, the youngest of all who became the 

thirteenth among the apostles. They have fulfilled David‘s prophecy the King of Israel 

when he said, ―their voices reached all the earth, and their sayings reached all the 

countries of the inhabited world.‖ May the Lord grant us the forgiveness of our sins with 

their prayers. 

Explanation: 

Let us praise our God in fear and trembling and glorify Him in joy because of His 

great mercy when He met on this day the sixth of Hathor with His mother the Virgin and 

His Holy Apostles in the mount of Qus‘qam where he resided for three and a half years 

away from the face of corrupt Herod and consecrated the altar of that house before all the 

churches found on the face of the earth. He mounted on a cloud, with a swift cloud who is 

His mother the Virgin Mary and the living apostles. He ordered the spirits of these 

apostles who fulfilled and died in faith to come from the farthest sides of the earth and 
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asked our holy fathers the saints to perform the liturgy. He consecrated the house with 

His mighty, divine hand. He asked his disciples to recall their mothers and the mother of 

each one came in the spirit and he gave them of His holy body and His precious blood 

and he instructed them saying remember your fathers in all liturgies so that I may give 

them rest and grant them peace. Each returned to His place whether living or dead 

according to His holy will. Let us praise His divinity because he became a human like us. 

Let us glorify the Virgin and all the apostles. Ask the Lord on our behalf to forgive us our 

sins. 
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Appendix F 
 

Commemoration of the Consecration of the Virgin’s Church in Al-Muharraq 

Monastery at Qus’qam on the 6th of Hathor
178
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 This reading is a local tradition in Qus‘qam. It is only read in the historic church on the 6th of 

Hathor. I have translated it into English from Arabic. 
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Commemoration of the Consecration of the Virgin’s Church in Al-Muharraq 

Monastery at Qus’qam on the 6th of Hathor
179

 

On this day the church celebrates the commemoration of the consecration of the 

Virgin Mary‘s Church at Al-Muharraq Monastery, Qus‘qam as Pope Theophilus, the 

23rd Patriarch of  the See of St. Mark,  has informed. He said that when he went to the 

aforementioned church in Al-Muharraq Monastery and stayed there for days, he desired 

to build a cathedral on the name of the Virgin Mary, an idea that he had thought about 

before. At night he headed to the small room where the Virgin had stayed with her son 

during their flight from the face of Herod, the tyrant. 

He saw a great light brighter than the light of the sun and was amazed by this sight. A 

woman dressed in a garment white as snow appeared and said, ―Theophilus, why are you 

worried?‖  He bowed to the ground and said who are you, Lady? And she said, ―I am the 

mother of mercy, Mariam after which this place is named.‖ He bowed to the ground 

again saying, ―And I bow to the One who was incarnated from you, Christ, Lord of the 

wilderness.‖  The Virgin raised him and blessed him with her pure hand and told him that 

Christ, with his holy hand, and the disciples consecrated  this church and that altar. This 

was while the Virgin was at the house of Mary, Mother of John known as Mark, with the 

                                                 
179

 This reading is a local tradition in Qus‘qam. It is only read in the historic church on the 6th of 

Hathor. I have translated it into English from Arabic. 
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disciples speaking about the suffering of Jesus Christ and his resurrection, she grieved 

and was suffering. Christ appeared, coming on a cloud of light. They all worshipped him. 

He was followed by his angels of light and greeted them saying ―Peace be with you.‖ 

Then he turned to his mother, consoled her and promised her that the place where she 

stayed with him will be consecrated with his own hands before any other church on earth 

is consecrated and that it will be named after her. Immediately a cloud of light carried 

them all and placed them in this church at the third hour of that day, the 6th of Hathor. 

It was a great day when Christ consecrated this church with his right hand and 

instructed them to do the liturgy and to remember the departed. When they did, they 

came in the flesh and they all partook of the holy mysteries. The Lord said to his 

disciples:‖This day commemorates this church forever.‖ He instructed them to remember 

all the Christians in the faith in every liturgy and prayer. At that the disciples bowed to 

the savior who ascended to heaven in great glory.  

The Virgin informed Pope Theophilus that no one should change this altar 

because it was placed by her son‘s hand and will remain forever and told him ―Mind this 

day in commemoration of this consecration and I will ask my dear son on behalf of those 

who come to it to forgive their sins and their errors and to hold them firm in the faith 

until the last breath. 

At that the Virgin disappeared and Pope Theophilus descended from the room and 

informed the monks about what happened. At the time, there were 300 monks living in 

Christian Agape and in Bachomian communion. 
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We must therefore celebrate this day, offer thanks, glory and respect to our God, 

Lord and Savior Jesus Christ to whom the glory, honor and worship are due forever. 

Amen.  
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St.John the Short Monastery Manuscript 
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St. John the Short Monastery Manuscript 
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First Page of Al Muharraq Monastery Manuscript, Known as MS 12/42 
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First Page of Al Muharraq Monastery Manuscript, Known as MS 12/42 
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The Fourth May’mir 
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Translation of The Vision of Theophilus as it appears in Kitab Mayamir wa ajaib 

aql-adhra 
180

 

The Fourth May‘mir 

The Visit of the Virgin Mary to Qus‘qam Mountain 

Set by Pope Theophilus Patriarch of Alexandria 

To be Read on the Sixth day of Hathor
181

 

May the blessing of its author be with us. 

Amen 

 

Thank you, Lord, who opened the eyes of the faithful and who printed the mystery of His 

incarnation on the countenance of His chosen, who crowned with divine gifts the heads 

of His elect, who enlightened with wisdom the minds of His followers, who fulfilled His 

grace through the incarnation of His word, and who revealed the mystery of His thoughts 

to His select.  

We bless Him for His gifts and give Him due honor. We magnify Him, who said I 

will be with you always and until the end of time. We glorify Him for His great mercy 

and thank Him for His gifts.  

                                                 
180

 Translated by the author. 

 
181

 Third Coptic month of the year. It usually falls between November 11th and December 9th. 

Hathor was the ancient Egyptian Cow Goddess 
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Glory be to God, now, at all the times and forever.  

Amen.   

My Beloved,  

David the prophet, the father of our Lord in the flesh well-said, ―Send forth Your 

light and Your truth, let them guide me; let them bring me to Your holy mountain, to the 

place where You dwell‖  

Yes, this verse was fulfilled- about this holy mountain, which God has chosen to 

reside in with His Virgin Mother.  

God said that He loved the houses of Zion and its mountain and lived there 

forever. Yes, this rich mountain, this holy mountain, this virgin mountain He loved more 

than any other city of Egypt. 

He refused to reside in the house of a man of wealth or of great position or of 

leadership but chose this holy mountain and this barren desert which no man has ever 

crossed. 

How can we describe this virgin mountain? And how can we articulate its glory? 

That which  has become inhabited by the Lord of hosts and His spiritual angels and 

became a source of joy and happiness to the Seraphim, Cherubim and all the high ranks 

where they served our Lord when He resided in it.  

Blessed are you Holy Mountain because you have been elevated to the ranks of 

the mountains of Horeb and of Sinai which served as residences for our savior Jesus 

Christ and His prophets. 

Blessed are you mountain because you have received God and His Virgin mother. 
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Come now, you, great prophet Isaiah, and shout in our midst today. ―The virgin 

will be with child and will give birth to a son, and will call Him Immanuel, which means, 

‗God with us‘" (Isaiah 7:14).  Yes, you have also prophesied that God will provide rest in 

this mountain. Kings pass away, soldiers die and nations perish, but your name never 

changes because the Lord of Hosts chose you over any other mount. Many people seek 

you from far away to receive your blessing and the forgiveness of their sins, fulfilling 

Isaiah‘s prophecy, ―In the last days the mountain of the Lord's temple will be established 

as chief among the mountains; it will be raised above the hills, and all nations will stream 

to it. Many peoples will come and say, ‗Come, let us go up to the mountain of the Lord, 

to the house of the God of Jacob. He will teach us his ways, so that we may walk in his 

paths.‘ The law will go out from Zion, the word of the Lord from Jerusalem‖ (Isaiah 2:2-

3). 

You are truly the mount of God and the house of the God of Jacob, because He 

lived in you incarnated from the Virgin. You are the road that guides to virtue. People 

flock to you from distant places to receive the blessing of the Virgin Mary and of this 

barren desert which became the refuge for the true queen and her only son.  

About this St. John, the beloved, Glory be to Him, says in Apocalypse that he saw 

a ―woman clothed with the sun, with the moon under her feet and a crown of twelve stars 

on her head. She was pregnant and cried out in pain as she was about to give birth.‖ Then 

―another sign appeared in heaven: an enormous red dragon with seven heads and ten 

horns and seven crowns on his heads. His tail swept a third of the stars out of the sky and 

flung them to the earth. The dragon stood in front of the woman who was about to give 

birth, so that he might devour her child the moment it was born. She gave birth to a son, a 
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male child, who will rule all the nations with an iron scepter. And her child was snatched 

up to God and to his throne. The woman fled into the desert to a place prepared for her by 

God, where she might be taken care of for 1,260 days‖(Revelation 12:1-7). The dragon 

was very angry with her and waged a war against her and her offspring who kept God‘s 

commandments and witnessed to Jesus Christ.  

The woman is the Virgin of Virgins, and the sun in which she is dressed is our 

savior who was incarnated from her to release Adam and his offspring. The moon is John 

the Baptist who was dressed in the light of the Holy Spirit and the grace of the holy 

baptism. The twelve stars that crowned her head are the twelve pure apostles who 

evangelized far and near and taught us the true faith in Jesus Christ. The dragon in front 

of her is accursed Satan. The water that spit him is Herod‘s anger and the war he waged 

on her offspring is the massacre of the innocent and the desert that God prepared for her 

is this holy mountain where she came with her only son who was incarnated from her.  

Let us therefore cry with Jacob, Father of the Patriarchs, saying, ―This is the 

house of God and this is the door of heaven and the assembly of saints.‖ 

Let me tell you, I,  the abject Theophilus, who put this memoir –As soon as I 

entered this holy place, I rejoiced and was filled with joy and gladness. I forgot my aches, 

the long traveling distance and left behind the world and what‘s in it because the virgin 

had asked her beloved son to forgive the sins of those who come to this place - where 

Satan has no authority upon him who visits here, as long as he follows God and the ways 

of virtue. 

What can I say? And, what honor can I do you Lord for the many graces that you 

bestowed upon me, the abject? 
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You gave me your holy flesh and blood to forgive my sins and gave me the seat 

of patriarchy to care for your people. You granted me a time of peace and good believing 

kings. You relieved my heartache and gave me what I wished for concerning visiting this 

place where I am now. 

Truly, I am surprised that such a small humble church like this one is the house of 

the son of God, the word and his mother the virgin.  

But why should I be surprised, since it couldn‘t have been except to please God 

the Father and His Holy Spirit? 

Glory be to Him now and forever. 

My Beloved,  

Let me tell you about a wondrous thing that happened. One day at sunset, after I 

arrived to this holy place, with God‘s pleasure, the bishops retired to sleep, and I went up 

to the small room in which the Virgin resided during her stay here and started to pray 

fervently saying, ―Dear Powerful God, I entreat You in humility, You who listen to the 

weak and are close to those who seek Your Holy Name with pure hearts to teach me the 

news about your coming with your mother the Holy Virgin to Egypt and about your stay 

in this arid desert, so that I can build a church in both Your names, to honor the glory of 

the God of Hosts and to exalt His divine powers.‖ As soon as I uttered these words, a 

light many times stronger than the sun appeared and a chariot of light bearing the Virgin 

alighted. Her face shone with glory beyond description. She was dressed in an immense 

heavenly garment. The two great angels, Michael and Gabriel, flanked her on the right 

and the left. When I fell to my face in fear, the Virgin pointed to the angel Michael who 

raised me and made the sign of the cross upon me and took away my fear. 
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The Virgin stood up and said, ―Theophilus, successor of my only son, get up and 

do not fear.  Take heart and do not run away. Peace be upon you, great fighter. Your 

incense has reached heaven to the throne of God the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit 

with a good scent. You shining light in the church, raise your eyes to me, the mother of 

God the creator of Heaven and Earth. I carried Him in my belly nine months. I nursed 

Him who is the only provider. I am Mary daughter of Joachim, daughter of Hanna, of the 

tribe of Judah, of the root of David. I came to tell you about what you need to know 

concerning our fleeing to the land of Egypt and our choice of this holy mountain, for all 

of this did not happen except according to the will of my only Son and His good Father 

and the Holy Spirit to reveal the extent of His humility. For he did not want to take a big 

house or a huge building, but preferred this place so that it becomes a topic of 

conversation for all nations that will inhabit the earth in the time to come. I have great 

news for you, so be attentive to what I will say, write it down and spread it in all the parts 

of the world, as a commemoration to all those who believe.‖ 

I, then, went down on my knees and knelt before her in fear and trembling and 

spoke to her in the voice of Elizabeth saying, ―Hail to you full of glory. Who am I, an 

abject human, for the mother of my God to come to me?‖ I thank you Lord Jesus Christ 

because you have honored me above all people. 

Let us return to explain what the Virgin Mary told me about her flight to Egypt 

and her visit to this holy mountain. She said, ―When I gave birth to my beloved son, His 

light shone in the east and overshadowed all the stars. I was a stranger in a stable in 

Bethlehem. I had no one to help me. I have never seen a woman give birth except for the 

chaste, aged and barren Elizabeth whose relatives helped her with everything she needed 
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when her time to deliver approached. As for me, I did not find a rag to wrap my beloved 

son in, on the day of his birth. I searched the length and the breadth of the stable seeking 

a worn rag until I found one. I wrapped my son and laid Him in the manger. He was born 

on the 29
th

 of Kiahk.
182

 I looked around me and the stable was full of the orders of angels, 

the thrones, the dominions, the Cherubim and the Seraphim. They were all worshipping, 

crying and saying with voices of joy, ‗This is the day of deliverance, this is the day of 

forgiveness, this is the day of joy, this is the day of happiness, and this is the day of 

halleluiah. Glory be to God in heaven, peace on earth and joy among men. 

Blessed are you among women 

Blessed is the fruit of your womb which brought forth a savior for all people.  

Blessed are we the heavenly hosts for being deemed worthy to see  and serve our 

Lady the pure Virgin Mary, the undefiled dove, the royal mother of the King of Kings, 

the savior of the world, who was visited by the angel Gabriel in joy.‘  

Gabriel knelt in front of the new-born baby. Then he said, ―What I have already 

prophesied to you has been fulfilled –you would carry and deliver a savior for this 

world.‖  When Joseph, the carpenter, my fiancé, came accompanied by the lady Salome, 

she looked at me, knelt down before me and then said, ‗Blessed are you virgin because 

you have become the mother of the God of Hosts who created the world, to whom the 

prophets witnessed. From this day onwards, I will be your faithful servant all the days of 

my life. I will not depart from your side not even for the wink of an eye.‖ 

 After that, many shepherds came and knelt down before my only son and cried 

saying, ―You are the savior of the world, the true son of God as we have been told.‖ They 
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then turned towards me and said, ―Blessed are you Virgin, the best woman of this earth. 

Blessed is the womb that carried you and the breasts that nursed you because you have 

delivered a deliverer for this world and we heard the angels praise Him saying, ―Glory be 

to God in the highest, peace on earth and joy among men.‖ I was much taken by what the 

shepherds said.  

The child was circumcised eight days from His birth and He was named Jesus 

according to the angel‘s prophecy before my conception. The Magi came from the East 

and worshipped Him, at which Herod became disturbed assuming that the baby would 

rule in his stead, missing that this is the only God, the creator of heaven and earth. For 

these reasons and because of his fear for his kingdom he called all those who can bind 

and unbind and asked them where the Messiah will be born and they answered in 

Bethlehem, in Judea. When he called the Magi to inquire about the time and the place of 

the appearance of the star, they informed him. Since his intent was evil and his 

conscience was corrupt, he planned to trick them, intending to kill the child.  But since 

the place of birth of the God of Hosts was unknown to him, he instructed the Magi to go 

and to kneel down before Him and to come back once they find Him to tell him the exact 

details, so that he too can go and kneel before Him. He intended to mislead them hoping 

to find the boy using their guidance. Following, his instructions the Magi came forth to us 

until they reached us and knelt down before my beloved son. When they saw Him quiet 

and humble, wrapped in a worn rag, they made their offerings of gold, incense and myrrh 

to Him. They glorified Him saying, ‗You are the great king who came to the world to 

save us of accursed evil.‘ At the time, the angel of God appeared and said to them, ‗Don‘t 

go back to Herod but go to your village in peace.‘ 
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When God reached forty days, we took Him up to the Holy Temple, where we 

found a god-fearing man whose name was Simeon. He carried the baby in his arms and 

blessed God saying, ‗Dear God, Release your servant now in peace because my eyes have 

seen your salvation, light to the world and glory to the people of Israel.‘ He then placed 

his head near the altar and gave up the spirit. He was delivered from the burdens of this 

passing world. After we had completed everything according to the law, we returned to 

Jerusalem in peace, joy and gladness. 

As for Herod the King, he awaited the return of the Magi for two years, 

contemplating in vain, until one night the devil appeared to him in human form and spoke 

to him saying, ‗What‘s up with you and sloth? You are about to lose your kingdom.‘ 

Herod answered, ‗What can I do?‘ The devil replied, ‗Get up and kill all the children in 

Bethlehem in Judea and the nearby villages of two years and younger. May be you can 

kill Jesus.‘ 

In the same night, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream and told 

him, ‗Go take the boy and his mother and flee to the land of Egypt and stay there until I 

tell you.‘ Immediately, we left in haste, taking Salome along with us, until we reached the 

land of Egypt after great suffering because of the difficulty of the road, the long distance, 

the heat of the sun and the coldness of the weather, which if I describe to you, 

Theophilus, in detail we would stay here for a very, very long time. The first city that we 

tarried in after a long walk was Al-Farma, and then to Basta, the first of the villages of 

Egypt, then to a point called Mahama, then to Bilbays, then to Minyat Ganah close to 

Sammanud, then to Sammanud itself, then to El Burulus, then to al-Matla‘ until the bilad 

al-Sibakh, then to Wadi al-Natrun, and then to the borders of Cairo to a city named 
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Heliopolis ‗Ayn Shams, then to old Fustat, where we stayed for a period of time in a 

grotto called Abu Sarga. We, then, resumed the trip to Upper Egypt to a city called 

Ashmonaim and then to Qus‘qam where you are now, Theophilus.‖ 

―As for the miracles that my son performed during our trip, speak about them 

joyfully: for He raised the dead, drew water from rock, destroyed idols and created trees 

where there were none. He thwarted the plans of all those who wanted to kill Him en 

route to Fustat and back when they saw His divine power that made the idols fall on their 

faces and break into pieces, while their demons fled in front of them. The Balsam tree in 

Mattaryia speaks of my son‘s power when He blessed it saying, ―You will not die and 

none of your leaves will fall until God inherits the earth and all that‘s upon it.‖ In truth, 

many ages have passed and it did not lose any of its leaves neither in the summer, nor in 

the winter, nor in the spring nor in the autumn. 

What is even more wondrous, Theophilus, is that when we crossed Ashmonaim, 

its people were worshipping an idol made of copper in which demons resided. This idol 

used to turn to the right and to the left and to kill the enemies of this city. When the Lord, 

glory be to Him, arrived, this idol could no longer stand, so it fell and the demons that 

resided in it fled in front of it and the idol lost its power. There were many trees and 

many palms that bowed their heads kneeling in front of Christ. Among them was a very 

tall palm to which I looked and said, ―Move you palm with the power of the high one and 

be planted in the mount of olives where my son will go and where His work on earth will 

be fulfilled and He will enter Jerusalem in glory and honor and the sons of the Hebrews 

will come out to meet Him with olive branches and palm fronds from you. In this day, 

they will praise God saying, ‗Hosanna in the highest. Blessed is the one coming in the 
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name of the Lord.‘ It will be a great celebration known to the gentiles as Palm Sunday, 

and the palm obeyed me and moved. 

Whenever we went into a village, we were usually very well received with the 

great honor that is due to my son, except in a small number of ungodly villages who 

refused to provide us with our needs. Whenever I reached a good point, I asked God to 

bless it and He said, ―Mother, any place where we were not received well will be ruined, 

flooded in water and its people will become exiled to the farthest end of the earth. As for 

the places where we were well-received, a blessed church will be built in My name and 

yours forever.‖ 

Let us now return to Herod, the king, after he killed the children. The devil 

appeared to him again and asked him, ―What benefit did you gain from killing those 

children since the child Jesus is still alive and here He is with his mother in Upper Egypt. 

Hastily send your soldiers. He is in Qus‘qam, on the west side.‖ As soon as he said this, 

he disappeared. Herod became full of wrath and sent ten of his soldiers after us and 

supplied them with all their needs. Promising them a big reward, he instructed them to 

capture us alive if they found us, so that he could kill us with his own hand. 

The soldiers mounted their horses and left for the land of Egypt but a prophet 

named Yusa, a relative of Joseph the carpenter from the tribe of Judah, preceded them. 

When he heard what Herod had said, he quickly left to inform us. With the grace of God, 

he walked with a fast pace until he reached this mountain. During his trip, the devil 

appeared to him in human form and said, ‗Man, what do you want with this desolate 

desert?‘ Yusa, recognizing him for what he was wouldn‘t tell him the reason.  Intending 

to mislead him so that he would return and not reach us, the devil said ‗Yusa, in vain you 
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have wasted your efforts, the soldiers are ahead of you,‘ but Yusa did not heed him and 

marched ahead until he reached us. When Joseph the just saw Yusa, he recognized him. 

Joseph received him and kissed him and asked him why he came. Yusa, then, told him 

that Herod had killed 144,000 children for the sake of the child Jesus. When this wasn‘t 

enough, he sent after him ten more soldiers when he knew that He is alive. Yusa said, 

―Their purpose is to capture you alive and bring you to the tyrant king so that he may kill 

you with his own hand.‖ When I heard these words, I was much troubled. I took the child 

from Salome and went up to the roof of the house, thinking that the soldiers have 

surrounded the house. I said, ―Woe to me! My beloved son, we are now cornered on 

every side. Woe to me my beloved son! Look at my humility, my weakness, and the 

sadness of my heart. Heaven weep with me, earth mourn  the sorrow of my heart, 

heavenly powers support me in my exile, Father David come and console me with your 

divine harp. Grieved Father Jacob, you who mourned your son Joseph, come today and 

grieve with me.‖ 

Then, my beloved son looked at me and said, ‗Mother do not grieve, your tears 

have distressed me. Know that all that moves and stops do so only with the will of my 

father who art in heaven. Take me now to Joseph and Salome and console them because 

they are in great distress because of me.‘ When we reached them, he said to all, ‗Do not 

despair of God‘s mercy and trust that the He is in control of this situation.‘ Then he 

looked at Yusa and said, ―We have exhausted you, take this stone and put it under your 

head and rest awhile from the pains of your long walk and know that paradise will be 

your home, where you will reside with your fathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.‖ So, he 

took the stone and placed it under his head and gave up the spirit.  Then, Joseph took him 
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and buried him inside the house and sealed his grave with a stone to commemorate him 

up till the end of time. 

After that, Theophilus, we lingered on for six months. We arrived in this holy 

place on the seventh of the month of Baramouda
183

 and left on the sixth of Baba, on the 

day when the angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph and said, ―Come take the boy and his 

mother and return to the land of Israel for Herod, the king, has died and all the soldiers 

that he has sent God has destroyed on the road.  God did not allow them to reach this holy 

place. He said this and left, and Joseph came to inform us. We rejoiced to be able to 

return to Jerusalem. When it was time to leave this mountain, the Lord, to Him be the 

glory, said, ―The blessings of my good Father and the Holy Spirit be upon this house 

where a good altar will be consecrated and pure offerings will be made. The angel of 

peace will come and bless all those who come to it and kneel down in faith, and I will 

forgive all their sins. Should they repent and refrain from sinning again, they will be 

counted among the saints. All those who are sick or in tribulation or in pain or in grief or 

in fear and come to this place and ask faithfully, their prayers will be answered in honor 

of your name my dear mother. It will become a refuge for strangers and a house for 

monks and all those who come with gifts, vows, tithes and first offerings. 

My blessing and peace will be upon those who reside in it as long as no one there 

is against me. And as long as it stays as it is and doesn‘t change from what it is today and 

doesn‘t miss any of its parts, it will last till the end of time. 
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Know that all those who serve this house in my name and in the name of the 

Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit and your name will be blessed in this house and will 

be made full with heavenly blessings and every woman who has trouble giving birth and 

who asks Me in your name and remembers your suffering with Me will quickly be 

delivered. In every place you have crossed, a church will be built in your name. The 

blessings and peace of my good father and the Holy Spirit will be upon those who 

congregate there in my name.‖ 

When my son said these words we prepared to leave and descended this holy 

mountain and walked to Ashmunaym where its people met us with great joy. We spent 

the night there and in the morning, we sought the shore to find a ship but we couldn‘t find 

one. Jesus, however, found us a spiritual one which we boarded. After a few days‘ walk, 

we reached Nazareth in great joy where I resided with my son until He reached thirty 

years and where He did great miracles and wonders in the cities and villages and in the 

neighboring Judea and Galilee and across the Jordan. He chose disciples whom he 

entrusted with the gospels to preach to all humankind and sent them to all the parts of the 

earth. After this, Joseph the just died and my beloved son buried him with His two holy 

hands in a new tomb. And, to fulfill all that He came for, He accepted suffering, bitter 

persecutions and was finally crucified on the wood of the cross. He gave up the spirit and 

was buried in a new tomb and was resurrected on the third day according to His 

prophecies to His pure disciples. He ascended to heaven and delivered Adam and his 

children from the slavery of Satan. He released them through the holy baptism and 

through His flesh and precious blood. After His resurrection we saw Him many times, 

since he came to us and consoled us with His Holy words.  
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One day when I was at Mary‘s, the mother of John (also known as Mark, one of 

the four gospel writers) and while the disciples were discussing my beloved son and I 

was bitterly crying, I told them, ―My children and my disciple sons, learn that since I 

have received the annunciation of the great angel Gabriel concerning the incarnation of 

God the word in my womb and up till this hour, I have been sad beyond compare, tired, 

struggling and persecuted by the Jews. Peter the apostle replied, ―I beseech you, blessed 

lady, to tell us all that happened to you that we may narrate it wherever in the world we 

evangelize. So I started to narrate my trip in details to them and while I was doing so a 

light from heavens shone upon us, accompanied by my beloved son, My Lord and My 

God, in glory beyond compare flanked by Michael and Gabriel on His right and His left. 

And He sat in our midst and said, ‗Peace be upon you.‘ So we knelt down before Him 

saying, ‗Glory and honor to the most high.‘ Then he turned towards me and said, ‗Why 

are you weeping mother?  Rejoice, be glad and of good cheer and do not grieve because 

my suffering, my crucifixion and my death delivered the whole creation. However, if 

your grief is because of what you suffered during our flight from one place to another and 

to the desolate desert that we inhabited for a period of time, I will consecrate it with My 

own hand before I consecrate any church in My name on the face of the earth.‘ 

Immediately, He ordered a heavenly cloud to carry us all and bear us to this holy house 

where we are now, Theophilus. It was the third hour, of the sixth day of the holy month 

of Hathor. The disciples prepared all things needed to consecrate a church with great joy. 

The two angels, Michael and Gabriel, carried a pitcher of water and my dear son 

sprinkled the water with His own hands in the corners of the church. I followed Him with 

the twelve disciples, Mary Magdalene and Salome. Each time He sprinkled some water, 
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He would look at us and say, ‗The hands that created Adam and his offspring and that 

were nailed to the cross sanctify and bless this great house.‘ After that, we found the altar 

built and prepared with all its utensils. Peter performed the liturgy upon Christ‘s orders. 

Jesus also ordered His disciples to remember their deceased forerunners. When those 

were mentioned, they were raised from the dead with God‘s will and His divine power 

and came to us in the flesh. My son blessed them with the consecration water and gave 

them His holy body and precious blood and asked them to remember their fathers who 

came before them. Then He gave us from the holy mysteries, blessed us and granted us 

peace. 

 After that, a heavenly table was laid before us of which we ate in great joy and 

happiness while the angels waited upon us, which pleased us all especially the pure 

apostles who rejoiced when they saw the resurrection of their fathers from the dead and 

their receiving of the Holy Spirit from the God of Hosts who looked at us, and said 

‗Remember this day forever because in it a good church was built for you in this holy 

place and it will be called the church of the apostles.‘ The apostles said, ‗Thank You for 

your favors with us because You have glorified us above all people. Finally, we mounted 

the cloud and descended till we reached the house of Mary, mother of John, in Jerusalem 

on the same day at sunset.‖ 

Here is everything you asked about, Theophilus. Know that what we built in this 

holy place will last forever until my son comes again to judge the world. Get up and teach 

your people what you have seen and heard from me, write it and send it to all the parts of 

the earth as an eternal commemoration to my name and to my visit to this place. 
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Now get up quickly and perform the holy liturgy for the saintly monks who are 

assembled here, and now I will bless all before I leave this place since today will be 

celebrated in commemoration of me.‖ 

When I, Theophilus, heard this from the Virgin Mary, I knelt down long saying,   

―You Virgin, Mother of God are worthy of honor with great mystery.‖ I kissed her 

precious hands, so she blessed me and went up to heaven with great glory while I was 

looking at her.  

Let the Orthodox people rejoice and celebrate a great spiritual celebration in this 

place because of the visit of the God of Hosts and His Mother the pure of all pollution, 

the Virgin. Let us be warned not to visit this place, while we are tainted with sins. First 

we must leave the world behind, and then enter with pure hearts and thoughts. Any one of 

us who is sinful must repent and abandon all evil because God accepts the repentant, 

regardless of his sin. We must recall the Last Day when we will present ourselves in front 

of the fair judge to answer for our deeds and be purified of all sin to be made worthy of 

partaking of the flesh and blood of Christ. We must save our eyes from temptation, our 

tongues from cursing, debauchery, joking, envy, hate, false witness and injustice to 

accept the blessing of the Virgin Mary whose feast we are celebrating today. We must 

know that her intercessions are accepted with the true God who was incarnated from her 

and who lived with her in this barren desert.  

What can we say about the honor of this holy house? It is a house of forgiveness, 

a house of healing, and a house of angels, saints and struggling anchorites. Blessed is he 

who comes here and makes an offering or fulfills a vow. The Virgin Mary will intercede 

on his behalf and offer it as an acceptable offering to her only son, whom we ask to 
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forgive your sins, your errors and weaknesses, repose your deceased on good faith, raise 

your children, strengthen your aged, elevate your homes, and grant you the flooding of 

the Nile. a fruitful harvest, a fair Sultan, deliver you from the trials of devil and make you 

winners of good deeds before the end of time, bless your assemblies, raise your children 

in virtue, keep you safe in your home country and make you able to attend such a holy 

day and a pure celebration for many years to come, give you a time of peace while you 

are healthy in body and in soul and make your works shine with the light of His divinity, 

and keep the doors of His church open in your faces through all times, defeat your 

enemies and those who resist you, accept your fasting, prayers and offerings and make 

you worthy to partake of the holy flesh and blood through which Adam and his offspring 

are saved, and confirm you in the true faith up till the last breath with the intercession of 

the holy Virgin Mary the seat of God, the lady of all people, mother of our savior who 

released us from the  captivity of  accursed Satan and the prayers of all the saints and the 

hosts of the angels, and the true prophets and chosen apostles and all those who pleased 

the Lord with their good deeds, now, at all times, and forever. Amen. 
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