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Christmas in the Arab WorldSpecial Focus

Christmas without lustre in the Holy Land

Christian refugees looking hard for joy 

Ramallah

C 

hristmas celebrations in 
the Holy Land have been 
cancelled. There will be 
no street marches with 
Santa Claus in the walled 

Old City of Jerusalem and no fire-
works or Christmas hymns and car-
ols sung in Bethlehem where Jesus 
was born.

Christmas decorations, which 
usually light many streets in Arab 
East Jerusalem and the West Bank, 
are almost non-existent. The kill-
ing of at least 120 Palestinians in a 
wave of violence with the Israeli 
forces, spurred by Palestinian knife 
attacks, the failure to restart peace 
talks with Israel and the gloomy 
fate of Palestinian statehood have 
left no room for joy.

Thus, Christmas celebrations 
were cancelled, said Musa Hadid, 
head of the Ramallah Municipality.

“It’s a message to the whole world 
that Palestine is wounded and is 
unable to celebrate the birth of Je-
sus unlike the rest of the world,” 
Hadid said.

Hadid’s municipality and the Ra-
mallah Council of Churches dedi-
cated Christmas 2015 to the mem-
ory of Palestinians killed by the 
Israeli Army since the beginning of 
October.

According to the Palestinian Min-
istry of Health, at least 120 Palestin-
ians, including 25 children and five 
women, have been killed in that 
period in unrest many Palestin-
ians say was caused by presumed 
attempts by Israel’s government 
to allow Jewish prayers at al-Aqsa, 

Islam’s third holiest shrine. A se-
ries of stabbings, shootings and car 
rammings by Palestinians has killed 
19 Israelis and a US citizen.

In Ramallah, the spirit of the sea-
son is lacking. A 6-metre Christmas 
tree, which is traditionally deco-
rated and lit in a festive musical cel-
ebration every year, has been left 
bare in a main city square. There 
are no decorations. There are no 
lights.

Ramallah’s streets were not dec-
orated either as an expression of 
solidarity with the families who are 
waiting for the Israeli government 
to return the bodies of their chil-
dren to be buried. Israel is holding 
the bodies of more than 50 Pales-
tinians, a move widely seen as pun-
ishment.

The city’s traditional march, in 
which hundreds of Palestinian stu-
dents walk Ramallah’s streets play-
ing music, was led by families hold-
ing Palestinian flags and candles. 
With scouts playing drums only, 
they proceeded to the square and 
lit torches symbolising justice and 
truth.

In Jerusalem, street marches 
with Santa Claus and other celebra-
tions in the Old City were cancelled.

In Bethlehem, an ornate Christ-
mas tree was decorated and lit in a 
low-key celebration but there were 
no fireworks or Christmas songs 
performed by church choirs as is 
tradition.

 The number of Western pilgrims 
during the season to the Holy Land 
has dwindled because of the threat 
of violence.

Christians make up approximate-
ly 2% of the West Bank’s population 
of 2.5 million. There’s an additional 
200,000-person Christian com-
munity among Israel’s Palestinian 
population, known as 1948 Pales-
tinians, or Arab-Israelis.

Jerusalem’s Grand Mufti Sheikh 
Muhammad Hussein said the holi-
day coincides with the birthday of 
Prophet Mohammad, which falls on 
Christmas Eve in 2015.

“It’s important to celebrate the 
memory of the two great prophets 
but it’s hard for Palestinians to en-

joy these times with many youth 
losing their lives because of the Is-
raeli occupation,” Hussein said.

He said Palestinians “enjoy close 
ties, regardless of their faith”.

Kareem, a 15-year-old Muslim, 
and his Christian friend Ameer are 
a good example of such a solid ex-
istence. They live in Hamas-ruled 
Gaza where Christians make up 
about 1% — 1,800 people — of the 
Strip’s overall population.

There are usually no Christmas 
celebrations in Gaza because of 
Hamas’s hard-line teachings. Some 
people adorn Christmas trees in-
side their homes but the decora-
tions can barely be seen through 
windows.

Kareem, who wanted Christ-
mas to be special for his long-time 
friend, arranged for Muslim neigh-

bours — boys and girls — in their 
western Gaza neighbourhood of 
Remal to go to Ameer’s house when 
he saw a Christmas tree taken in on 
December 5th.

“I want to see him happy. It’s a 
very special night to all of us,” Ka-
reem said while hanging an orna-
ment on Ameer’s Christmas tree.

He said the brewing tension and 
violence in Palestinian areas should 
not stand in the way of celebrating 
Christmas.

Gaza’s Christian community 
dropped by more than half in the 
past decade, mainly because of 
wars, a crippling Israeli siege and 
Hamas’s 2007 violent takeover of 
the strip from the moderate Pal-
estinian Authority in charge of the 
West Bank.

Gaza’s Christians earned respect 

when dozens of Muslim families 
were given refuge at the Orthodox 
Church in the Old Gaza City after 
fleeing homes destroyed in Israel’s 
war in July 2014.

“Christian and Muslim Pales-
tinians share the same hopes and 
dreams. The Israeli occupation 
doesn’t differentiate between a 
Christian and a Muslim, a church 
or a mosque. We’re proud of the 
unique relationship we have in 
Palestine and we hope the world 
would learn to accept the other like 
we do in Palestine,” Hussein said.

Malak Hasan, based in Ramallah, 
has covered Palestinian-Israeli 
issues for more than five years; 
Saud Abu Ramadan, based in Gaza, 
has been covering the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict for 28 years.

Beirut

A 

zraa’ Aziz is hoping that 
someone would lend her 
an old artificial tree that 
she could decorate for 
Christmas to bring about 

a semblance of festivities to her 
tiny one-room dwelling, which she 
shares with her husband and three 
young children. Marie Antoun im-
provises a nativity scene represent-
ing Jesus’s birthplace by wrapping 
old newspapers around a cardboard 
box.

Christmas decorating for Chris-
tian refugees from Iraq and Syria 
has become a luxury that most can-
not afford when basic needs such as 
shelter, food, health care and edu-
cation are hardly secured.

Tens of thousands of Christian 
families with children have escaped 
attacks by radical Islamic groups 
in Iraq and Syria. The mostly well-
educated and middle-class Chris-
tian families, who sought refuge in 
Lebanon, live in urban centres with 
one room for an entire family.

“The children ask for the things 
they see like glittering decorations 
and the many toys displayed in the 
shops but we have no money to buy 
them,” said Aziz, an Iraqi refugee 
from Mosul. “Whatever money we 
brought with us is about to finish 
and my husband can hardly find 
casual work every now and then.”

It will be the second Christmas 
away from “home”, which Aziz and 
her family fled when the Islamic 
State (ISIS) seized the northern Iraqi 
city more than a year ago and con-

fiscated the property of Christians, 
who were given the choice to con-
vert to Islam or face death.

Aziz planned to take her children 
to a Christmas party organised by 
the Chaldean Church for about 
1,000 refugee children. “Hopefully 
they will get a feel of the feast and 
have some joyful time amid all this 
gloom,” she said as she queued at 
the Chaldean Social Welfare Centre 
to receive food distributed by the 
church.

The centre, which was set up six 
months ago in the low-income Bei-
rut neighbourhood of Bauchrieh 
where most Christian refugees from 
Iraq settled, caters to about 35,000 
registered refugees in addition to 
10,000 non-Chaldean Christians 
from Iraq and Syria.

“The church had no choice but to 

open its doors to the refugees,” cen-
tre director Georges Khoury said. 
“They arrived here with no money, 
no relations and no links whatso-
ever… We had to provide them with 
social services, health assistance 
and food, in addition to helping 
them with rents, although the Chal-
dean Church’s means are very mod-
est.”

About 90% of Christian Iraqis are 
Chaldeans and turn to the church 
for assistance.

“The problem of refugees does 
not date back to a couple of years 
but has been ongoing for a long 
time. Christians have been flee-
ing Iraq since the (1990) war in Ku-
wait… It has been nothing but suf-
fering and suffering and suffering,” 
said Chaldean Archbishop in Leba-
non Michel Kassarji.

“The church has no income from 
endowments. We have been mainly 
helped by the civil society in Leba-
non, both Christians and Muslims, 
mostly in kind, which we distribute 
to refugees, including Muslims.”

Antoun, a Syrian Christian refu-
gee, fled her native Aleppo with her 
parents two and a half years ago. 
Her father, Youssef, was a well-off 
entrepreneur whose business was 
totally lost in the raging war. For 
him Christmas is “just another day”.

“How could there be any Christ-
mas joy when we are hardly sur-
viving and all my children are scat-
tered — one in Aleppo, another in 
Homs, another in Damascus and 
one daughter with her husband and 
children in Belgium,” he said.

For compatriot and co-religionist 
Mariette Shakar, 2015 marks the 
fourth Christmas she and her handi-
capped sister have been refugees in 
Lebanon. “Christmas returns every 
year with more tears and pain. It 
is a season that will pass without 
any expectations. We had hoped to 
see an improvement in our condi-
tions but alas from bad to worse,” 
she said. With one brother killed 
by shellfire and another stuck in 
Aleppo, she says, “There will be no 
Christmas for us.

“I believe there is a systematic at-
tempt to exterminate all Christians 
in Syria and the Arab world.”

Josephine Sioufi and her family 
of eight were among the few Chris-
tians who remained in Aleppo until 
earlier in 2015. “A whole building 
next to our house collapsed on its 
inhabitants while they were sleep-
ing, killing them all. My son was 
kidnapped by [al-Qaeda-affiliated] 
Jabhat al-Nusra and my son-in-law 

was injured by sniper fire, so we de-
cided to leave,” Sioufi said.

She said Christmas celebrations 
are distant memories after so many 
years of war. “We used to deco-
rate the house, buy new clothes, 
exchange gifts and get together 
around special meals but we haven’t 
celebrated Christmas for several 
years now,” she said. “We have been 
in mourning after my brother was 
killed and my mother succumbed to 
her grief.”

Sioufi, like many refugees, is 
waiting to be reunited with relatives 
who made it to Germany among 
hundreds of thousands of war-
weary migrants flocking to Europe. 
Others have applied for a resettle-
ment in a third country through UN 
agencies.

“We would be grateful for any 
country that is safe and stable and 
willing to take us in. Any place 
where our children can have a fu-
ture,” said Aziz who has been wait-
ing for more than a year to be reset-
tled with her family.

“It is a sad fact for the church 
to witness the mass migration of 
Christians,” said Kassarji. “But logi-
cally, they have no other choice but 
to immigrate. They feel threatened 
every day. They don’t know what 
the future is like. There were more 
than 1 million Christians in Iraq. To-
day there are hardly 300,000.”

Malak Hasan and 
Saud Abu Ramadan

Palestinian Muslims and Christians attend the annual Christmas March in Ramallah, dedicated this 
year to the Palestinians who were killed in violence with Israel since early October.
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There will be no 
fireworks or 
Christmas hymns 
and carols sung in 
Bethlehem where 
Jesus was born.

Samar Kadi

Syrian refugee girls hold Christmas gifts in Bar-Elias in the Bekaa 
valley, on December 24, 2014.

Christmas 
decorating for 
Christian refugees 
from Iraq and Syria 
has become a luxury.


