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The Role of Monasteries in Caring for the most Needy Groups in Egypt during the
Byzantine era (284-641 AD)

Noha Awad Mahmoud Al-Agamy
Faculty of Education, Mansoura University, Egypt
noha79@mans.edu.eg

Abstract:

Byzantine Egypt (284-641 AD) faced numerous challenges, including oppressive tax policies,
poor provincial administration, and escalating social disparities. These issues led to the
marginalization of broad segments of the population, such as peasants, laborers, widows, and
orphans. In the absence of effective formal social safety nets, monasteries emerged as genuine
havens and sources of support, transcending their purely devotional role to undertake vital
functions that encompassed material care, spiritual and psychological assistance, and even legal
and social mediation. They weren't just centers for worship and contemplation; they transformed
into significant social and economic institutions, embodying Christian principles of love and
charity with great efficacy. This study aims to delve deeply into the symbiotic role of
monasteries in Byzantine Egypt, specifically by highlighting the efforts of Egyptian monasteries
in supporting marginalized and vulnerable groups. This will be achieved through a critical
analysis of evidence drawn from primary sources, particularly papyrological documents and
contemporary hagiographies. The research will assess the pivotal importance of these religious
institutions in maintaining social cohesion and meeting fundamental needs, especially amidst the
political turmoil and economic pressures of the period. It will explore how monasteries provided
shelter and food for the homeless and hungry, offered healthcare to the sick and those affected by
epidemics, extended legal aid to defend the oppressed, and even sought to redeem captives and
the enslaved. Crucially, the study differentiates between monasticism as a religious concept
rooted in isolation and the active role of monasteries as vital social institutions. It demonstrates
how monasteries transitioned from mere centers of worship and solitude to effective centers of
support and relief, contributing significantly to community stability and resilience, particularly
during times of hardship, thereby opening new avenues for understanding the complex
relationship between religion, society, and the state in that era.

Keywords: Egyptian monasteries, social welfare, marginalized groups, Coptic
monasticism, Byzantine Egypt
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— CPR. 25. 17: (Papathomas, A.; 2006). Vienna, Nationalbibliothek G 26151. A Greek papyrus
from Egypt, dating to the 6th or 7th century CE (c. 500-699 CE).
http://papyri.info/ddbdp/cpr;25;17

— DCLP 62077: P. Oxy. 11. 1384: Glasgow, University MS Gen. 1026/16 (1915). (Also
published in: Pap. Graec. Mag.(2) 2 Christliches 7 (1974); Meyer & Smith, Ancient Christian
Magic. Coptic Texts of Ritual Power 4 (1994); Annali di Storia dell'Esegesi 24.2 (2007), pp.
437-462). A Greek papyrus from Oxyrhynchos, Egypt, dating to the 5th or 6th century CE (c.
400-599 CE. http://papyri.info/dclp/62077

— DCLP 64466: P. Mich. 18. 768: Ann Arbor, Michigan University, Library P. 5302 (1996). A
Greek papyrus amulet from Karanis (Arsinoites), Egypt, dating to the first half of the 4th
century CE (c. 300-350 CE). http://papyri.info/dclp/64466

— DCLP 65198: P. Lond. Lit. 232: London, British Library Pap 2037 e-f (1927). (Also
published in: Aegyptus 30 (1950), pp. 3-7; Cuming, The Liturgy of St. Mark p. 63 (1990);
Hammerstadt, Griechische Anaphorenfragmente (Pap. Colon. 28) 2 (1999)). A Greek
parchment from Egypt, dating between 500 and 699 CE. http://papyri.info/dclp/65198

— JJP. 47.56_14: JJP 47 (2017) S. 56 Nr. 14 (2017). Ta Memnoneia (Hermonthites), Egypt. A
Coptic ostracon from the Polish excavations 2003-2013 (inv. no. C.O. 034), dated to the first
half of the 6th or 8th century CE. http://papyri.info/ddbdp/jjp;47;56 14

— P. Cair. Masp. 1. 67003: (No specific editor/year listed for this entry, as it often refers to the
entire Cairo Maspero collection). Cairo, Egyptian Museum JE40747. A Greek papyrus from
Antinoopolis, Egypt, dating to approximately 567 CE.
http://papyri.info/ddbdp/p.cair.masp;1;67003

— P. Cair. Masp. 1. 67005: (Maspero, J.; 1911). Cairo, Egyptian Museum JdE 40749. A Greek
papyrus from Antinoopolis (found in Aphrodito), Egypt, dating to approximately 568 CE.
http://papyri.info/ddbdp/p.cair.masp;1;67005

— P. Cair. Masp. 2. 67151: (Maspero, J.; 1913). Cairo, Egyptian Museum JdE 40895. (Also
published in: Fontes iuris Romani antejustiniani (FIRA) (2nd ed.) 3 66). A Greek papyrus
from Antinoopolis (found in Aphrodito), Egypt, dated November 15, 570 CE. This document
is a testament (will) and is part of the Dioskoros archive; it is a duplicate of P. Cair. Masp. 1l
67152. http://papyri.info/ddbdp/p.cair.masp;2;67151dupl

— P. Grenf. 2. 93: (Grenfell, B.P. and Hunt, A.S.; 1897). Oxford, Bodleian Library MS. Gr.
class. c. 36 (P). A Greek papyrus from Apollonopolis, Egypt, dating to the 6th or 7th century
CE (c. 500-699 CE). http://papyri.info/ddbdp/p.grenf;2;93

— P. Herm. 17: (Rees, B. R.; 1964). Manchester, John Rylands Library P. Herm. 17. (Also
published in: Bagnall, R. S. & Cribiore, R., Women's Letters, p. 204). A Greek papyrus letter
from Lykopolis (found in Hermopolites), Egypt, dating to the late 4th century CE (c. 375-399
CE). http://papyri.info/ddbdp/p.herm;;17

— P. KoIn. 3. 157: (Hagedorn, D.; 1980). Cologne, Papyrussammlung P. 5907. A Greek papyrus
from Apollonopolis Heptakomias (Kom Isfaht), Egypt, dated July 14, 589 CE.
http://papyri.info/ddbdp/p.koeln;3;157
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P. Lond. 6. 1915: (Bell, H.l. and Crum, W. E.; 1924). London, British Library Pap 2544.
(Also published in: Sel. Pap. 1 160; SB Kopt. 3 1668; Tibiletti, Le lettere private 22; Winter,
Life and Letters in the Papyri p. 176; Keenan et al. (ed.), Law and Legal Practice in Egypt pp.
464-465 no. 9.3.1). A bilingual (Greek/Coptic) papyrus from Egypt (Herakleopolites or
Kynopolites), dating to approximately 330-340 CE. http://papyri.info/ddbdp/p.lond;6;1915

P. Lond. 6. 1916: (Bell, H.1. and Crum, W.E.; 1924). London, British Library Pap 2545. (Also
published in: Tibiletti, Lettere private 23). A Greek papyrus from Egypt (Herakleopolites or
Kynopolites), dating to approximately 330-340 CE. http://papyri.info/ddbdp/p.lond;6;1916

P. Lond. 6. 1919: (Bell, H.I. and Crum, W.E.; 1924). London, British Library Pap 2547. A
Greek papyrus from Egypt (Herakleopolites or Kynopolites), dating to approximately 330-340
CE. http://papyri.info/ddbdp/p.lond;6;1919

P. Lond. 6. 1925: (Bell, H.I. and Crum, W.E.; 1924). London, British Library Pap 2493. A
Greek papyrus from Egypt, dating to the mid-4th century CE (c. 325-375 CE).
http://papyri.info/ddbdp/p.lond;6;1925

P. Lond. 6. 1926: (Bell, H. I. & Crum, W. E.; 1924). London, British Library Pap 2494. (Also
published in: Bagnall, R. S. & Cribiore, R., Women's Letters, pp. 205-206; Tibiletti, Lettere
private 28). A Greek papyrus from Egypt, dating to the mid-4th century CE (c. 325-375 CE).
It is a private letter from Valeria to Paphnutios, discussing topics related to monks and illness.
http://papyri.info/ddbdp/p.lond;6;1926

P. Mon. Epiph. 165: New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art (Egyptian) Accession no.
12.180.226 (1926). A Coptic (Sahidic) papyrus from Thebes, Egypt, dating between 600 and
699 CE. http://papyri.info/ddbdp/p.mon.epiph;;165

P. Mon. Epiph. 250: New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art (Egyptian) Accession no.
14.1.486 (1926). A Coptic (Sahidic) papyrus letter from Thebes, Egypt, dating to the first half
of the 7th century CE (c. 601-650 CE). http://papyri.info/ddbdp/p.mon.epiph;;250

P. Mon. Epiph. 257: New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art (Egyptian) Accession no.
14.1.4 (1926). A Coptic (Sahidic) ostracon from Thebes, Egypt, dating to the first half of the
7th century CE (c. 601-650 CE). http://papyri.info/ddbdp/p.mon.epiph;;257
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