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SPECIAL MINISTERIAL COMMITTEE

to settle dispute between

Coptic Orthodox and Ethiopian Orthodox Communities
Knesseth, June 8, 1971
9:00 a.m. ¢

Present:
Justice Minister Y. S. Shapiro, presiding
Minister Z. Warhaftig
| Minister S, Hillel
Mr. Arnon
Mr. Ben Arie
Mr. Nir U
Mr. Rafia
Mr. Sasson
For the Coptic Orthodox Church:
Mr. Suchovolsky, Esqg.
Dr. Anba Bacilius, Coptic Arch Bishop
For the Ethiopian Orthodox Church:
Mr. Reichman, Esq.
Mr. Reshef, Esq.
Two representatives of the Ethiepian Orthodox Church
MR. SHAPIRO: The position is this: we have read the sub-
missions and the material submitted by the respective parties. It
actually consisted of a submission by Mr. Suchovolsky on behalf of A
‘ the Coptic Church and by Mr. Reichman on behalf of the Ethiopian ~
Church., If I can sum up the two submissions in a few words, it is
this: that the Coptic Church request that we should before all, in
the first place, decide as to the interim order, before we go into
the matter fully, while the Ethiopian party think that it will be
more correct to deal with the matter in full and not to divide into
two stages.

We called the proceedings this morning because we thought

that it would be right to give you, gentlemen, an opportunity, if you
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wish, to add something to what you said or a reply to what other
parties said before we come to make a resolution, for whatever
resolution we make.

So if you, Mr. Suchovolsky, wish to add to what you have
said in your memorandum and particularly in reply to the memorandum
of Mr. Reichman, we are here to listen to you.

MR. SUCHOVOLSKY: 1In the name of the Coptic Church, I don't
want to add something to the memorandum itself, but I would like to ‘
stress that last time when the committee met, the Chairman, the
Minister of Justice, said that the decision will be given very
soon and ordered us to submit our allegations within three days -

MR. SHAPIRO: My apologies, but I suppose it was published
in the press that soon after that meeting I was taken to hospital.

MR. SUCHOVOLSKY: I know.

even

MR, SBHAPIRO: That can happen/to a Coptic -

MR. SUCHOVOLSKY: It is well known and the Arch_Bishop knows
it, but he says one simple thing: that since that date three months
passed and I think our points are very clear. We said it clearly. We
ﬂﬁh't want to enter in the meanwhile into the matter cancerniﬁgf
rights or other allegations. We simply said and based ourselves on
the decision of the high courts which very plainly stressed that the
Ethiopian Church and the Ethiopian Arch _Bishop committed an act
contrary to the law, contrary to justice, aggressed and took by force
the church of the Coptic Church, and this situation cannot remain

as such, because I think it is the duty, at least of the Government,

to keep law and order, and we pray and ask and hope that an immediate
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decision will be given to restore back to/our churches and before

such a decision is given, we think there is no way and no time for
my other procedures, and we wait, and the Arch,Bishop asks it again S
to give an immediate decision to restore the Coptic Church to its
holy places which were taken by force.
And that's all what I have to add.
MR, SHAPIRO: Mr. Suchovolsky; if you read carefully the
| ‘ memorandum submitted by Mr. Reichman, if you listened to him at
our last meeting, he eleborated points that in the judgment of the .‘
Supreme Court - it is according teo him, not according to me, of
course - Mr. Reichman's point of view was that in the present stage
wé should deal with the matter in its entirety and not take it in
two stages. In his memorandum he put an additional argument, if
I understood him correctly, which is more of a practical nature.
What he said, more or less, was this: Assuming you return the
possession to the Coptic Church now and thereafter you find ultimate-
T ly in the last decision that the possession should be given to the
‘ -m._i:t;hiopian ghurch, then you have the painful procedure of taking it “
out from the hands of the Ethopian Church and giving it to the Coptic
Church and then taking it out from the hands of the Coptic Church
and giving it to the Ethiopian Church, while now it is happily, from
his point of wview, with the Ethopian Church.
The point I ask you, really, is whether you have any
remarks in reply to what Mr. Reichman wrote to us. You don't have

to if you don't want to, but the main object of this meeting was

if you want to add something or Mr. Reichman wants to add something,
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before we meet and make a decision, then you'd better do it now.
~— I don't insist.

: " MR, SUCHOVOLSKY: I said already that I think this
allegation of Mr. Reichman that if we get the keys immediately, the
keys will then have to be restored if there is a decision in favor
of the Ethiopian Church. I think it is ridiculous, and I must stress
it, because there is one very simple thing: the keys were in our

‘ hands, and the High Courts stressed this, at least I will say since
1894 - the 19th Century - and the keys were in our hands during}‘_ Iall '
the time except for 40 days, during the days of the Hashemite Kiﬁgdum.
So I don't see any difficulty, if we get the keys after such a long
period, and I don't understand even the allegation, how an aggressor
can say, I took it, and now what will be if I gain the case. It was
taken by force. It was stressed by the High Court. It was taken

mfinvthe Copts were praying and I don't think that such an allegation

can stand at all. It is not reasonable. It is contrary to justice.
I don't believe that any judge in this country would have maintained

‘ such an allegation, to say that as we took it by force, now what .
would happen if this Committee will find that after so many sessions -
until now three months passed and we didn't have any decision in
connection with the interim order. Now let us think when will this
procedure be ended if we go into the merits of the case at all. I
think this is a Committee which might end kalendarus g ? P
as they say in Latin, which I think the members of the Committee

well understand - not the Coptic calendar but the Greek calendar,

Maybe the Coptic, which is also very old and long.
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So I don't think that in the meanwhile there is any legal
basis or even moral basis, a basis of justice to prewment us from
taking the keys.

And I hereby declare in the name of the Coptic Church, the
Coptic Church believes in the justice of the State of Israel, and
they say one thing: that if this Committee will find according to
the status quo, according to the rules of status quo, that this
church was not in the hands of the Copts - and we have so many '
witnesses - then we are ready to give the church. But we know that
according to the status quo, as fixed in the Treaty of Berlin, we are
fully entitled to these churches and we are ready to face any
decision and to face all the procedures but we don't think that we
must wait and we should wait such a long time until the Committee
finishes its debates and to give the keys in the hands of those who
took them by force. I think it is contrary to any sense of justice
at all and this is what was stressed by the High Court. I don't
understand why, even if the Committee has the discretion to give an .
interim order why this interim order should be another ihterim order
than given by the High Court.

I think these procedures are no more than entering into the
merits of the case because the High Court couldn't do it, according
to the existing law, and the High Court said that the merits of the
case should be dealt with by a committee. But why should the situation
be changed? If the High Court found that this place was taken against

the law, I think by criminal act, by taking keyss by force, by taking






away the locks, in the middle of prayer. So why shouldn't this
situation be changed and the keys given back, and I think the police

of Israel and the forces of Israel and the Government can change

this situation if the Committee finds that we have no rights in these

places. It is very easy. This is a Government, a strong
Government, a good Government and they can -
MER. SHAPIRO: A very good governmentl=

MR, SHCHOVOLSKY: I say as a Jew and even I represent the

Copts, I say it is a good Government and I believe the Government can

take back these keys if we lose the case, but we believe and my
client believes still in the sense of justice of the State of Israel
and its officials. And this is my reply in a nutshell.

And we hope that this Committee will give very soon its
interim decision.

MINISTER WARHAFTIG: These two chapels, did you use them
for passage only or for services too?

MR, SUCHOVOLSKY: For services.

MINISTER WARHAFTIG: Have you a chance now to make services
in the chapel now if you like?

MR. SUCHOVOLSKY: ©No, we cannot. We cannot because they
took the keys.

ARCH,BISHOP BACILIUS: How can we use the chapels now?
The chapels are in the hands of the Abyssinians by force, that they
took them. How can we have services in the chapels?

MINISTER WARHAFTIG: If you would like to have services,






can you get them open? Could the doors be open for you?

ARCH BISHOP BACILIUS: How can we have services in a church T
taken from us by force?

MINISTER WARHAFTIG: If you don't want to -

ARCH _BISHOP BACILIUS: I didn't say so. But those are our
churches. We want our churches to have services in them. We cannot
have services in a church in the hand of another community. It is

‘ impossible. '

MINISTER WARHAFTIG: What I ask is: whether access to these
chapels are assured to you. I don't want now to speak about the keys.
I want to speak about the possibility of having the services. Can't
an arrangement be made that you can have free access to these chapels
to held your service when you want?

ARCH BISHOP BACILIUS: Of course not.

MINISTER WARHAFTIG: But if we try to have such arrange-
ment?

‘ ARCH BISHOP BACILIUS: How can we have such arrangement? .
How? How? I want, please to explain to me, how can we' this?
This church was taken from us by force and it is now in the hands
of another community and the other community uses it to have sexrvices
in the church. How can I have services in the church, in the same
church?

MINISTER WARHAFTIG: No community has services 24 hours in
a chapel. Once it can be assured to you to have a free access -

ARCH_BISHOP BACILIUS: Please, excuse me, you do not know the







tractus of the church. Only one liturafcan be done every 24 hours ,ﬁfi7
and because of that, if they had the litury we cannot do another ~
liturgy. If we had the liturgyno one can do the liturgy in the same

day because only one litury must be done every 25 hours according

to the traditions and according to the tractus of the church, accord-
ing to the religion of the church.

MINISTER WARHAFTIG: In theoese chapels ;you had services
every day?

ARCH_BISHOP BACILIUS: Of course. Of course, we must; those .
are our chapels. Those are our chapels and we must have daily services
in all our holy places and, you know, inside the Holy Sepulchere can
you find two communities of services in the same chapel?

MINISTER WARHAFTIG: In the Church of Nativity -

ARCH_BISHOP BACILIUS: Every church has its own chapel, its
own altar. We cannot have one altar for two communities. It is
impossible, and I want to ask why all these guestions and why we
want to come round like this? They stayed many, many years using
a church; their church is until now in their hands. Why they want .
now to take our church and to use it. Why? They used to use their
church and their church is in their hands until now.

MINISTER SHAPIRO: Your answer is quite clear, Mr, Arch-

=Bisghop.

ARCH_BISHOP BACILIUS: I want to add only something very
simple: that we are very happy today to see the Chairman in good
health.

MINISTER SHAPIRO: Thank you very much.

(Mr. Reshef continued in Hebrew)
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(Following Mr. Reshef in Hebrew)

ARCH _BISHOP BACILIUS: I did't understand because he spoke

in Hebepew about Saint Helena. It is outside the recital here.
took it also by force, it isn't the same guestion.

(Followed by Minister Hillel)

If we
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6) ARCH_BISHOP BACILIUS: We are now in front of an aggression, .—
; which happened in our hdly places and our holy places were usurped Eﬂf‘
by force and they were taken from us and this place is under the ruleJ*’
of the status quo, and they can do nothing. The only thing which we
ask is to restore our usurped hdly places.
MINISTER SHAPIRO:Mr. Arch Bishop, let me tell you this: I am
by profession a laryer and most of my life I spent as a lawyer and I
. know when a judge or an arbitrator suggests to the parties, perhaps you
‘ will come to a settlement, you try to reach a settlement, and if the .
answer is to be given on the spot, it is always in the negative.
That's why I said, gentlemen, I don't expect you to give me your reply
now. If you give it to me in three days, I will be happy. I am not
very optimistic about it, because I don't see any concilliatory
mood between the parties, but still it is our duty, since we are not
a court of justice; we are a Ministerial Committee. Our main object
is to bring the parties to some kind of arrangement whereby no
decision of a third party is to be given. That's the ideal position.
‘ If we fail to bring about a settlement, then we have to make a ..

decision. I don't want to drag it for long. I said three days.

If you give me a negative rgly, very bad. If ;you give me a positive
reply, I will rejoice and be happy. And, as I said before, I will

take the opportunity during these three days to visit the places,
whatever they are called, at issue in the dispute in order to have just
a more proper understanding what it is all about. My friends, the
Minister of Religious Affairs and the Minister of Police were there

several times. I wasn't there.,
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English portion of meeting
regarding dispute between the
Copts and Ethiopian Religious
Authorities, before Justice
Minister Zadok and Committee,
June 8, 1976

COPTIC BISHOP DR. EIAN BASILIO: I want to explain the
matter in 2 few wards only, in English, if it is possible,
because I don't know Hebrew.
I want to say: there was an aggression which happened .
against our holy places in the Dir a Sultan in 1970. We asked
the government to intervene to keep the status quo in this said
h.m:mastary as it is the only job of the government in the holy
places to keep the status guo. But the government did nothing in
the first two or three days and then we went to the court and we
put a8 case against this aggression and then we have now a decision
from the high court of justice about this matter. Then the govern-
ment issued a ministerial committee and issued also an interim
order against us. Then we came here for the first time on 30 of
March, 1971. And we spoke everything about the intexrim order and .
then the ministerial committee said that it is going immediately to
put its decision. Then after three months, they asked us again
to come for the second meeting here on the 8th of June 1971. And
they asked us if there is anything to add and we said we have nothing
to add.
Only one thing we want to say, that you didn't fulfill

your promise and you didn't put your decision. Then the Minister

of Justice said that he was ill and now he is going to put the






decision and after that, there was no meeting at all until now.
This is the third meeting, or the first meeting, if we can say -
this is the first meeting after five years.
Now we have nothing to speak about the interim order,
because we spoke everything about the interim order in the first
meeting. We have nothing more to say now about the interim order
and we think that there is no gace nﬁw to the interim order in ‘

this place or in the monastery itself because an interim order must.

not stay five years without anything. The government issued the

interim order to give itself the power to deal with the matter but

the government didn't deal with the matter at all from the beginning
ffg;d until now. The govemment did nothing. The aggression is the

aggression, still until now, and our holy place is still a holy

place until now and I think we have nothing more to speak. The

only thing we can ask now from the committee is to fulfill the

decision of the High Court of Justice and to restore to us our

Dir a Sultan holy place,

(The following are quotations in English read out by
Attorney Reichman in his presentation.)

"...A8 to your suggestion to come to a compromise with

the Abyssinians concerning the aggression on our holy places, we

| as

| would like to assure you that/we have mentioned to you at the last
meeting on 8/6/71 and on your visit on Thursday, that we ask for

nothing more than the removal of the aggression that took place







at our holy place. . . "

"eees.We pray, ask and hope that an immediate decision
will be given to restore back to us our church and before such a
decision is given, we think there is no way for any other

[1]

proceedings. . . .
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"We refer to the said decision and the offer of the High Court of Justice, and
according to paragraph No. 1 of the said offer sf the High Court, we hereby notify
that as there has been an aggression on our Holy Places in our Coptic Monastry
Deir-El-Sultan of which Your Excellency are well aware and as our Coptie Monastry
Deir-El-Sultan is subject to the Status Quo which the authorities has to keep and
safeguard, we think that there is no place for arbitration. We ask the removal of

the said aggression, the restitution of our usurped Holy Places and the keeping of
the Status Quo."
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"It is not a question of whether they are right or :9>nanb nxi1a *3x1 ar
wrong" .
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"But whether the High Court has the right to force the government to take

a decision".
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"The High Court couldn't persuade and impose on the Government to take
2 decision on this matter. Although everyone agrees that the Ethiopians
have taken away from the Copts the chapels that were under the
custodianship of the Coptic Church, but the Government for many
reasons, probably known to them, couldn't take a decision to tell the
polick to evict the Ethiopians and install the Copts in the chapel”.
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