
Egypt’s Christians are in mourning and 
profound shock after yesterday’s twin 
suicide bombing attacks on churches 
packed for Palm Sunday, which left at 
least 49 people dead and more than 
110 injured.
     The Coptic Pope, Tawadros II, narrow-
ly escaped injury, having just celebrat-
ed Mass in one of the cathedrals that 
was targeted.
     Pope Tawadros told local television 
that “sinful acts will not undermine the 
unity and coherence of the Egyptian 
people in the face of terrorism”.
     His deputy, Fr. Sergius, added: “The 
Church will celebrate Easter and the 
terrorism cannot prevent it from doing 
that. We will not … let them break our 
joy.”
     The bombing in St. George’s Cathe-
dral in the Nile Delta city of Tanta, 60 
miles north of Cairo, killed at least 25 
and injured at least 78, the state-run 
news agency, Al-Ahram, reported.
    A suicide bomber then blew him-
self up among worshippers leaving St. 
Mark’s Cathedral in Alexandria, where 
Pope Tawadros had just finished cele-
brating Mass. Eighteen worshippers 
and four police officers were killed, and 
35 were injured.
    Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 

el-Sisi declared three days of nation-
wide mourning and said a three-month 
state of emergency would begin once 
legal and constitutional measures have 
been completed.
     Abanoub Gamal, a member of St. 
George’s, told World Watch Monitor: “I 
was standing behind the back pews, 
next to the church door. At about 
9.05am I noticed a man wearing a 
brown jacket enter the church and walk 
among the pews from the back to the 
front … [He] stood in front of the church 
altar and he then exploded himself.”
    He continued: “Then there was a 
huge explosion, the lights went off, all 
the people screamed, the situation was 
terrible. The church was filled with the 
bodies of the dead, body parts and the 
injured. Blood was splattered all over 
the place and reached the church ceil-
ing.”
     Mr. Gamal said he believed the Bish-
op of Tanta, Paula, was targeted but 
escaped death because he was not the 
celebrant at yesterday’s Mass. Howev-
er, “the blast destroyed his chair by the 
altar”.
     Video footage shows a robed male 
choir intoning the Gospel reading – 
Christ’s triumphal entry into Jerusalem 
– in the moments before the explosion, 

when the picture cuts out and shouting 
and screaming can be heard. Most vic-
tims were men and many were deacons 
because the suicide bomber detonated 
his vest near to the pews in which the 
men sit.
    Mobile phone footage from the mo-
ments after the blast shows palm fronds 
in pools of blood, the floor of the church 
spattered with in blood, dust and ma-
sonry, and the decapitated body of 
one of the dead being carried out on a 
stretcher. One woman is heard scream-
ing hysterically, while other members of 
the congregation move pews to get to 
the injured.
    Meanwhile, in Alexandria, eyewit-
nesses said the suicide bomber tried 
to enter the church as worshippers 
were leaving. A member of the congre-
gation, Mina Makram, said one of the 
cathedral’s guards, a man named Na-
sim, “stopped him, prevented him from 
entering the cathedral, and asked him 
to pass through a metal detector first. 
The man entered the detector briefly, 
then took a step back and exploded the 
suicide vest he was wearing under his 
jacket.” Three police officers, two men 
and a woman, also lost their lives pre-
venting the bomber from entering the 
church.
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Palm fronds for use in the 
service lie in a pool of blood 

after the attack.

Worshippers at St. George’s Cathedral in Tanta rush to tend to a man 
severely injured after suicide bomber blew himself up.



     Mr. Makram said Nasim’s actions 
had saved many lives, including that 
of Pope Tawadros, at whom he said he 
believed the attack was aimed.
“Pope Tawadros was targeted to be 
killed … If this suicide bomber had 
been able to enter the church, the 
number of the victims would have 
been more,” he said.
    Sameh Fahim, who had attended 
the papal Mass, told World Watch 
Monitor: “I walked just 20 meters out 
of the church and heard the sound of 
a huge explosion. White dust filled the 
place, body parts were flying through 
the air, people were screaming and 
running in the street. One was scream-
ing, ‘My son!’ another was screaming, 
‘My wife!’; and another was scream-
ing, ‘My grandson!’, as they searched 
for their loved ones. I saw body parts 
like a body without a head; it was a ter-
rifying sight.”
     The attacks raise questions again 
about security in Egypt’s churches 
and the government’s commitment to 
safeguarding its non-Muslim citizens. 
A priest at St. George’s Cathedral said 
they pointed to “a security defect”.
     “How did this suicide bomber reach 
the nave?” asked Fr. Youssef Sabry. 
“Where were the security forces who 
were guarding the church? How did 
they allow a person wearing a sui-
cide vest to enter the church without 
searching him? There must be an in-
vestigation to find out who is behind 

this laxity and who is being held ac-
countable.”
     The Islamic State group, which in Feb-
ruary threatened to wipe out Egypt’s 
Copts, claimed responsibility for the 
attack and warned of more attacks, 
saying in a statement in Arabic: “The 
Crusaders and their apostate followers 
must be aware that the bill between us 
and them is very large, and they will be 
paying it like a river of blood from their 
sons, if Allah is willing.”
     Bishop Angaelos, General Bishop 
of the Coptic Orthodox Church in the 
UK, lamented “the senseless and 
heartless brutality that can lead a per-
son or people to indiscriminately take 
innocent lives, especially at the most 
vulnerable hour of prayer”.
      Pope Francis, who is due to visit 
Egypt at the end of April, received word 
of the attack in Tanta while celebrating 
Mass in St. Peter’s Square yesterday.
“I pray for the dead and the victims. 
May the Lord convert the hearts of 
people who sow terror, violence and 
death and even the hearts of those 
who produce and traffic in weapons,” 
he said in hastily prepared comments 
at the end.
     Grand Sheikh Ahmed el-Tayeb, head 
of Egypt’s Al-Azhar University, the seat 
of Sunni learning, said it was a “despi-
cable terrorist bombing that targeted 
the lives of innocents”.
     The World Council of Churches con-
demned the attack and urged Presi-

dent Sisi “to act swiftly and 
boldly to safeguard the fun-
damental religious rights of 
worshippers of all faiths, to 
ensure security in the face 
of violence and to guaran-
tee justice for all people”.
     One commentator urged 
Francis to cancel his trip, 
not only for his safety but 
also to ensure he would 
not boost the legitimacy of 
President Sisi.
   Rania Elmalky, former 
editor-in-chief of the Cai-
ro-based Daily News Egypt, 

wrote on the Middle East Eye website 
that Egypt’s “ignominious record of 
church bombings”, as well as a “mas-
sacre” of political opponents, has 
been followed by “no legal path to jus-
tice, no closure for the families of vic-
tims, but lots of tempestuous speech-
es about religious unity and the need 
to eradicate terrorism”.
      A local Christian known as “Ne-
hemiah”, who works to support Chris-
tians under pressure for their faith in 
Egypt, told World Watch Monitor he 
feared some Christians would be too 
scared to attend the daily church ser-
vices that will take place throughout 
the rest of Holy Week.
     He added: “One of the most joy-
ful days for Christians in Egypt is Palm 
Sunday. To prepare for that day, par-
ents buy palm leaves for children the 
day before and weave them together 
and decorate them with spring roses, 
so that children can carry them hap-
pily the next day to church and place 
them near the pulpit… But that joyful 
day turned into a painful tragedy.
      “My soul is bitter and my spirit is 
crying in pain and agony. Lord have 
mercy on Egypt, Lord unveil the dark 
spirit of deception and show Your 
light, Lord help Your children to con-
tinue to be people with guts, courage 
and strong convictions, and may Your 
name be glorified even in the middle of 
death, pain and devastation.”

  
Chaos in St. George’s Cathedral, after suicide bomber blew himself up during 
Palm Sunday liturgy.


