
Migration Letters 

Volume: 20, No: S8(2023), pp. 696-703 

ISSN: 1741-8984 (Print) ISSN: 1741-8992 (Online) 

www.migrationletters.com 

 
 

Iris Habib Al-Masri and her Role in Ecumenical Work  

Dr. Bushra Kazem Odeh1, Aseel Abdul Majeed Rajeh2 

 

Abstract 

The study dealt with the personality of Iris Habib Al-Masri and her social role in Egypt, 

and highlighted this through her position in support of the accession of the Coptic 

Orthodox Church to the World Council of Churches and its calls to preserve Coptic 

rituals, customs and traditions in churches and its support for the advancement of the 

status of women, their participation and entry into many fields, by joining many Coptic 

feminist associations and teaching at the Institute of Coptic Studies and the intellectual 

wealth she left behind, both in the books she wrote and the lectures she gave at the Coptic 

Institute and the Seminary. Churches, associations and conferences, hence their 

personality as a teacher, historian and reformer.  
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Introduction 

The aim of the research is to study the personality of Iris Habib Al-Masri and her social 

role in Egypt, which was one of the most prominent advocates to introduce Western 

churches to the Coptic Orthodox Church by calling for the latter to join the World 

Council of Churches and its diligence in completing this rapprochement with the 

Christian West, and divided the research into an introduction, four axes, a conclusion and 

a list of sources. 

The first axis was entitled Iris Habib Al-Masri, birth and upbringing, as it clarified the 

role of her family in her upbringing and the beginnings of her personality, qualities and 

personal features, and the second axis, was entitled Iris Habib, her education and culture, 

while the third axis came to show the most prominent books about her, while the last axis 

showed her role in ecumenical work. 

The first axis: Iris Habib Birth and upbringing: Iris Habib was born on May 10, 1910 , in 

Cairo  in a socially distinct Coptic family , and later lived in the villa of Habib Pasha in 

Heliopolis  and its lineage is due to the Egyptian family, which was living in Sohag , and 

before that it lived in Assiut  and belongs to the dynasty of a family deep religious sense, 

and its lineage is Iris daughter of Habib Ibn Hunayn Ibn Hanna Ibn Shenouda and their 

nickname (Al Masri), which was widespread in most of regions of Egypt, and almost 

every city had a family called that . 

A - qualities and personal features: Iris was characterized as short stature with brown skin 

and wide eyes and black hair colored white with age with the presence of prestige and 

dignity, and was characterized by intelligence since her childhood and was the subject of 

admiration and appreciation of her professors, characterized by a strong personality 

accurate in her appointments, and most of her work was voluntary and free and receive 
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lectures for free and the proceeds of her books donated by hermit ascetic in everything 

even in clothing . 

Iris had a strong memory, when she was studying at the institute as soon as one of the 

students mentioned the name of the character she would talk about, she would go on and 

mention the smallest details about the character, and one of her students mentions that she 

used to mention more details than what was written in her books, so she tells her students 

that there are many things that I did not mention in my books, and if I had mentioned 

them, he would not agree to print the book or would cause a problem in printing, and I 

mention to you the details here as students of Coptic history, which indicates Her strong 

memory is that when she was supervising the thesis of one of the students, she was 

talking at length about the subject of the thesis and was guiding him to the places of 

references required in any library and in any direction and any shelf and was gifting 

copies of her books to outstanding students and signed them , keen not to waste her time 

without work did not tire and did not get bored and did not calm down in research, 

reading, writing and translation to the point of passion , and this was reflected later on her 

intellectual and cultural productions of what I possessed it from an open-minded, open-

minded and conscious . 

B- Her family and her role in her upbringing: Her father Habib Pasha Al-Masri was the 

agent of the Milli Council , the General of the Coptic Orthodox Church , and Habib Al-

Masri was born in Sohag in 1885, he joined the French School of Law , and was included 

in several jobs , and died in 1953, and was buried in a majestic Shi'a as a flag of the 

Egyptian flags and his pilgrimage in legislation and laws , her mother is Salima Mina 

Menkerios was born in 1889, graduated from the American Girls' School in 1907 , and 

died in 1962 , and Iris had five Brothers of three sisters and two brothers , Iris grew up in 

an educated and conscious environment, so her family had a great impact on the 

formation of her personality, but the most influential figure was her father, Habib Pasha 

al-Masri. 

The second axis: her education and culture: The good social situation that her family had 

gave her the opportunity to receive her education at the American Girls' College in Cairo, 

which gave her an opportunity to master the English language, and she also got to know 

in her youth Professor Yassa Abdel Masih , so she learned at his hands the Coptic 

language , which he mastered reading and writing by virtue of his work as a curator of the 

Coptic Museum , until she mastered it completely . 

After Iris graduated from the American Girls' College, the Ministry of Education sent her 

on a mission to London, where she studied psychology and child education at Mary Gray 

College (Maria Gray College), for three years, so she obtained a higher diploma and 

returned to Egypt to be appointed as a teacher at the Institute of Higher Education  in 

Zamalek, then she had an opportunity for another mission through the University Alumni 

Association to study Coptic sciences at Drobsey University  (Dropsy) in Philadelphia, 

and stated in one of her articles in 1956 that she did not She takes the title of doctorate 

because she was unable to make amendments to the thesis and highlight it correctly while 

she was there, and when she returned to Egypt, her preoccupation with writing the history 

of the Coptic Church prevented her from completing it, although her professor is still 

writing to her and reminding her of completing it and sending it to him, but she was 

telling him that writing history in her view is more important than that, and if she 

completed the book, she would devote herself to completing it . 

The third axis: the most prominent written about it: Many Copts and non-Copts wrote 

about Iris to praise the historian and her efforts in serving her church in particular and the 

Egyptians in general, and we will address some of those writings that were written and 

published against Iris, including: 

Anbagregory : Wrote Anbagregory in his encyclopedia famous in its twenty-ninth part 

about Iris on the occasion of the anniversary of the fortieth day of her departure and title 
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blessed and daughter of the Church, and the nun dedicated and maid pure who did well 

biography and march, and performed her message the best of the performance, and 

pointed out that he knew her since the thirties when she was going to the seminary with 

the company of women in order to meet Habib Gerges, director of the seminary, and 

mentioned some of her services in the establishment and development of the Coptic 

Institute, as he pointed out that Iris is not only dated to ancient history, but She is a 

historian of the hadith , as it was mentioned that she is a lady with good Christian goals 

and a high responsibility for duty, and she represents the Coptic Orthodox Church well. 

He also praised her role in her educational services, as she was apprenticed by many 

students and knew and learned about ecclesiastical history, so she limited her life to 

serving the church, science and knowledge for young and old, children, youth, women 

and men, thus continuing her spiritual and scientific career until she rose to eternal life . 

Suleiman Nassim : Suleiman Nassim described her in his writings as a servant working in 

the church does not delay to meet any invitation to lecture or article as well as her efforts 

in educational bodies, and he also mentioned that the spiritual and family atmosphere of 

Iris was the main factor for her emergence as a unique personality, the conversation with 

Iris is of particular importance because of the historical information it contains and has 

described the brilliant multifaceted crystal she is a teacher, writer, journalist, virtuous 

educator and historian who has abundant information, an authentic Egyptian Christian 

who was deeply and consciously associated With its Orthodox Church, and it was an 

example of strength and a role model for the ladies and girls of Egypt, Suleiman Nassim 

goes on to talk about Iris, he says despite her belonging to the Pasha family, but she was 

very humble and went down to popular neighborhoods most of the time to serve and 

educate poor children and their families, and also referred to her contributions to the 

establishment of an educational institute for the number of servants and maids of the 

Coptic Church to spread throughout Egyptian society . 

Father Michael Daoud : He mentioned that he got to know her in 1940, after she 

graduated from the seminary, and worked in the schools of the Coptic Ladies Association 

for Childhood Education, and from here our relationship with the educator professor 

began when she was giving her lecture in education, its history and methods, childhood 

and its problems, curricula and teaching methods, and she was an example of faith in the 

message, she was a strong believer in her church and Orthodoxy and in the service of 

childhood in popular neighborhoods and work to solve their problems . 

Mina Badie Abdel Malik : Mina Badie Abdel Malik wrote an article in which he dealt 

with her biography and took some notes about her and nicknamed her "the teacher of the 

generation and his blessing" He wrote about her relationship with music and how she 

linked her writings and music under the title "Iris and Beethoven" He mentioned that on 

the sixth day of February 1955, Iris went to the opera house in order to listen to 

Beethoven's ninth symphony, and how she listened to all that came in the piece of tune 

and decided in those moments to write, She recorded her tender feelings in one of her 

wonderful books, which she called "Love is the basis of all structure," and she actually 

wrote down those moments in her book, where she wrote. "My mind wandered to the 

musician himself, who was able to combine various notes in a strange harmony and 

compose a wonderful symphony from them, while at the same time he is deaf and does 

not hear a sound, even if it is the sound of thunder! Where did Beethoven hear these 

powerful melodies? And when my imagination swam between the folds of these melodies 

and flew with them, the truth of the soul shone in front of me, so I almost realized how 

human creatures can understand without language or words, so my feelings flowed with 

the melody, and I flowed towards my father  and I sat in the middle of the night after my 

return from the opera to start writing directly, and I fell asleep while I was sitting writing, 

and then I woke up and exchanged sleep and awakening several times. Iris continued 

explaining what I felt that night. Iris wondered, didn't Beethoven give us the proof and 

proof that man He doesn't need all the senses in order to feel all things . 
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Father Matthew the poor : As mentioned by Father Matthew the poor on more than one 

occasion, where he wrote emerged in Iris features of the historian diligent who does not 

stop adding, and her writings, which are unique historical dictionaries characterized by 

living touches that told the story of the homeland and the church in their conflict with the 

colonizer, and the historian had a sense of patriotism never restless and if she left writing 

about her patriotism, she tends to write about Coptic art to highlight through it the 

originality of the Copts, and proved with convincing evidence the presence of Coptic art 

in Europe . 

The fourth axis, their role in ecumenical work: Women have been at the forefront of the 

ecumenical movement since the middle of the twentieth century, and the role of women 

has taken several manifestations, including women's associations and conferences, in 

which Coptic women participated and were among the most important pioneers in 

ecumenical work Iris Habib al-Masri. 

Participation in associations: During the early years of the issuance of the Compulsory 

Education Law in 1943, Coptic women's associations began to support the government by 

establishing compulsory schools as part of fulfilling their obligations towards children's 

education. In 1940, a number of Coptic women were presidents, including Iris Habib al-

Masri. 

Participation in conferences: In 1959, she traveled to Helsinki in Finland to attend the 

International Conference of University Women , and in 1961 the women of the world 

organized three conferences to celebrate the seventy-five years of the International Day of 

Prayer, which was called the International Day of Prayer for Women, and one of those 

conferences was held in the city of Madras, India and Iris was among the invitees, 

nominated by Pope Cyril VI , a delegate for Egypt , and Iris was among the members of 

the Preparatory Committee for the conference, which was held For the global celebration 

of the nineteenth anniversary of the introduction of Christianity to Egypt, which was held 

in Egypt in 1968. 

 

Conclusion:  

The study dealt with the personality of the historian Iris Habib Al-Masri and her social 

role and intellectual activity in Egypt and highlighting that role through her writings and 

articles on the one hand and her positions towards the Coptic Orthodox Church on the 

other hand, and based on what was stated in the study, the researcher reached the 

following results: 

The environment in which Iris grew up had a great impact on her scientific and 

intellectual orientations, especially her family and those around her, as she grew up in a 

Coptic family that loves science and has great experience in politics.  

Iris excelled in more than one field, as she was a teacher and a historian educator who 

taught and wrote at the same time, and emerged as a role model as a result of her interest 

in research and education. 

 Iris proved to be an advocate to reform all changes in Coptic Orthodox customs and 

traditions while insisting on getting rid of the negatives.  

The Coptic Library has been enriched by many books, showing through its historical, 

intellectual and cultural productions its scientific and open mind, in addition to its 

mastery of English and Coptic languages, which made it search, read and analyze Coptic 

manuscripts in British and American libraries. 
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