Importance of the Coptic Language & its Hymnology in the Coptic Orthodox Church

By HH Pope Shenouda III

I have heard something from you that I hope is not true. I have been saddened by it, it has pained me greatly.
I have heard that some of you have attacked the Coptic Language with the excuse that Coptic is an old language and that Coptic is a dead language. No! The Coptic Language is not a dead language. The Coptic Language is something we must be proud of.

The Coptic Language proves our identity. With you attacking the Coptic Language by saying that it is old and dead, it is as if you are denying your roots and identity. Hoe shameful and I would not like any of the church fathers to take this approach.

Not because we have learnt the English Language, does it mean that everything must be in the English language. What worth does the English language prove to be? And if I tell you its position in History, you will be surprised. History tells us the following:

The Roman Empire dominated all of Europe and they talked the Latin Language, after this History tells us that in 476AD Ado Akar invaded the Roman Empire, and took over the Roman Empire, this was part of the attacks of the Barbarians. Barbarous in the Latin language means foreigner, so the Barber groups were considered to be foreigners. From that the Anglo Saxon community within the Barbarian group civilized England. The name England comes from Anglo-Tera, Tera meaning land, Angle Land ( England.

Another community among the Barbarians, named ‘el-faringa’ established France, and another community named the Solav (of the north) became Czechoslovakia, and the south became Yugoslavia. And the community named the Gerbar became Germany. All these were groups of the Barbarians who invaded Europe and the Roman Empire, all under the hand of Ado Akar in the year 476. 

The Coptic Language is an old language, existing before the Roman Empire, thousands of years before it!

Not only when you weaken the Coptic Language do you weaken your Coptic identity, but you weaken your Coptic Hymnology also. Hymnology in the Coptic Language is greater and stronger than hymnology in the English language. Much Stronger than it.

But because the church fathers do not know the hymnology in the Coptic Language they have turned it all to English, ‘damgan, damgan, damgan’ which is to say “QUICKLY, QUICKLY, QUICKLY”. Where is the music? It is lost, gone…

It is from the people’s care about music, an American group in Cairo has recorded the Liturgy of St Basil the Great using musical notes. The musical notes were created by the teachers, cantors and musicians, all from the western nations. And now, they have requested that they start work on the Gregorian Liturgy likewise. Using the Coptic Language, for this is where the liturgy exists with all its beauty.

For the English fast paced tune, has lost the hymnology, so you lose the identity, and it loses the hymnology.

I give you a little example when you pray the Litany of the Fathers, you pray for the Patriarch, Bishops, Priests and Hegomens. In the Coptic Tune we sing {HH sings hymn in Coptic} – You are singing to God! But in the English Language {HH sings: “And the Hegomens and the bishops……”} WHAT’S THIS? The tune is gone, now missing. It has become a fabrication of the liturgy, because the one singing has no idea.
Or for example in the response for the Oblations {HH sings Coptic Hymn: Tovh Hijen}{HH then attempts to sing it in Arabic}{HH then attempts to sings it in English} That’s it! It’s gone.

Ignorance to the Coptic Language also ignores the hymnology with it likewise. And likewise the spiritual influence of the hymn is lost. Hymns are music, with deep spirituality.

When you lose hymns, you lose this deep spirituality. => And then you come and tell me that the Coptic Language is a dead language?!?!

When I went to Australia, the children greeted me with the Tasbeha (Midnight Praise). Once in Coptic, once in Arabic and once in English. Yes they know it! 

If it is hard for you, we can make an easy lesson for you all to learn the Coptic Language. The Greek pray in their native language in their prayers and all. The Syrians pray using the Syrian Language in their liturgies. The Ethiopians with the Ethiopian Language. The Eritrean with the Eritrean Language. The Indian with the Indian Language.

All the ancient churches use their own languages, and we say that it is a dead language?! What does it mean a dead language? It’s rude and offensive for it to be said. Rude!

It is as if someone is swearing at his ancestors and at his church, because he is ignorant towards the language. And instead of swearing at his own ignorance towards the language, he swears at the language towards which he is ignorant. Why?

I beg, that those who have said such things in their church repent from these things and that they don’t say it again.

One more thing, people have said that the translation of the Holy Bible to Coptic is one of the most accurate translations. Most accurate than the Latin, more accurate than other translations! So we should not rewrite our identity, rewrite our history, don’t rewrite our hymnology, don’t rewrite the spirituality of hymns and we should not teach our youth otherwise as it will become an obstacle for them.
HG Bishop Suriel: “Last week I attended the patristics conference in Oxford University which was attended by 750 scholars, and many of the papers that were given were about the fathers of the church of Alexandria, like St Athanasious, St Cyril of Alexandria, St Dimas the blind, St Shenouda and studying their writings in Coptic. So So many scholars around the world are interested in our Coptic Heritage and it is a shame that sometimes we feel this way and not give interest to our Coptic Heritage and this should be something that should be much more encouraged.”
