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Christians face insecurity in Gaza Strip
Saud Abu Ramadan

Gaza City

G 

aza’s Hamas rulers exhib-
it tolerance, at least pub-
licly, towards the area’s 
Christian community but 
anti-Christian incidents 

during their 10-year-old reign make 
it hard for the minority to feel safe.

Kidnappings involving forced 
conversion of young Christian men 
in Gaza began in 2007 and are on-
going, said Greek Orthodox Arch-
bishop Alexios. He said abductions 
are carried out by armed Islamist 
groups, but not Hamas.

In 2009, a young Christian man in 
Gaza was kidnapped to be forced to 
convert but was later found dead. 
Investigations failed to identify the 
perpetrators or prove that he was 
killed for refusing to change his reli-
gion. Alexios said others converted 
and were released.

Ayman Batniji, a spokesman for 
the Hamas-ruled police, called the 
abduction claims “baseless”, and 
Hamas leader Ismail Haniyeh insist-
ed that Christians and Muslims in 
Gaza have “one goal and a common 
destiny”.

In other incidents, 14 unidenti-
fied gunmen attacked the Young 
Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) 
in Gaza City in February 2008 and 
destroyed its library, burning thou-
sands of books. The library was 
used by both Christians and Mus-
lims. Guards who were overpow-
ered by the gunmen told police that 
the assailants reprimanded them for 
working with “infidels”.

On February 26, 2014, a bomb 
planted inside the gate of the Ro-
man Catholic Church, one of Gaza’s 
two operating churches, exploded 
causing material damage but no fa-

talities. Islamic State (ISIS) militants 
claimed responsibility for the at-
tack, in which a note left in the com-
pound, housing a church, school, 
nursery, a rectory and a convent, 
vowed: “We’ll get you soon, o wor-
shippers of the cross”.

Records of the Roman Catholic 
Church in Gaza show that the num-
ber of Christians totalled 1,100 in-
dividuals in 2016, compared with 
3,700 in 2007. They include various 
denominations, including Angli-
cans, but the vast majority is Greek 
Orthodox.

Despite the discrimination 
against them, Christians point out 
that more pressing factors are forc-
ing them to flee Gaza, just like many 
Muslims.

“Christians feel insecure in Gaza,” 
groaned Abu Elias, a 45-year-old 
goldsmith.

The reasons, Abu Elias said, were 
mainly Israel’s blockade, three 
large-scale wars that greatly dam-
aged Gaza and forced living condi-
tions to deteriorate, plus repression 
of public freedoms.

Gaza’s Christians are educated 
professionals, working as teachers, 
doctors and engineers, some with 
UN offices dedicated to Palestinian 
refugees. Others own private busi-
ness, such as goldsmiths and real 
estate. Many among them hold dual 
nationality.

Hamas violently took over Gaza 
from the moderate Palestinian Au-
thority (PA) in 2007. The enclave en-
dured three wars with Israel which 
has also imposed a crippling siege 
and barred Gazans from travelling 
outside the enclave.

“It was like living in hell,” said 
Tamam al-Sayegh, 55, a Christian 
housewife who fled her native Gaza 
for Egypt with her husband and four 
children in 2013 and moved to Jor-
dan in 2015.

“It’s not safe to live in Gaza, not 
even for moderate Muslims,” Sayegh 
said. She spoke of daily “intimida-
tion” by armed Islamists and “ver-
bal abuse” by young Muslim men in 
the street “because we’re women or 
Christians”.

“Some used to mock us as being 
the worshippers of the cross,” she 
explained. She insisted, however, 
that such discrimination did not 

extend to society at large, where 
Christians generally lived in peace 
and coexistence with the larger 
Muslim community.

“All our neighbours were Muslims 
and we’ve never had any problems,” 
said Sayegh’s 32-year-old daughter, 
Samar Yacoubi, also a mother of 
two.

“They used to come and celebrate 
Christmas and Easter with us and 
we did the same during Muslim hol-
idays,” she pointed out. “We never 
discussed religion.”

But both Sayegh and her daughter 
said they were forced to abandon 
some of their customs and values 
to “adapt with a highly conserva-
tive society”. That included refrain-
ing from mixing with men at social 
gatherings, even at home.

Since Hamas took control, it tried 
to impose sharia law. It issued rel-
evant regulations, such as ampu-
tating hands of thieves and forcing 
schoolgirls to cover themselves 

from head-to-toe while in public.
Women are banned from smoking 

the shisha, unless they have a close 
male relative as a companion. Wom-
en smoking cigarettes in public are 
shunned as “shameful”.

Further moves to transform 
Gaza’s once largely secular society 
into a highly conservative commu-
nity were fought by intellectuals, 
politicians, civil society leaders and 
human rights activists, which forced 
Hamas to put its plans on hold.

Another Christian, who identified 
himself as Fadi, a 51-year-old mer-
chant and father of four, said Israel 
was encouraging the emigration of 
Gaza’s Christians.

Days before Easter, which was 
celebrated by Roman Catholics on 
March 27th, Israel issued permits to 
850 Christians to visit relatives in Is-
rael and the West Bank.

“It’s the first time the number is 
so high,” Fadi said, pointing out that 
previously Israel had occasionally 

allowed a maximum of 450 to leave. 
He said Israel also revoked its re-
striction on the age, allowing Gaza’s 
Christian men under 30 to leave.

“Clearly, Israel is giving Chris-
tians in Gaza a clear message that 
it is a golden opportunity to leave 
forever,” added Fadi, whose fam-
ily received permits. He said they 
planned to leave for the West Bank 
and possibly remain there until con-
ditions improved in Gaza.

Abu Elias, the goldsmith, said he 
and his family were leaving soon for 
Ramallah in the West Bank.

“We will stay there because liv-
ing conditions are much better,” he 
said.

Saud Abu Ramadan, based in Gaza, 
is an Arab Weekly correspondent 
who has been reporting on the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict for 28 
years. With additional reporting by 
Jamal J. Halaby, The Arab Weekly’s 
Levant editor, based in Jordan.

“Clearly, Israel is 
giving Christians in 
Gaza a clear 
message that it is a 
golden opportunity 
to leave forever.”

Fadi, a 51-year old merchant.

A Palestinian Christian woman lights a votive candle during Orthodox Christmas celebrations at the 
St Porphyrios Greek Orthodox church in Gaza City, on January 7, 2016.

Lebanese rivals work at reconciliation in Tripoli
Omar Ibrahim

Tripoli, Lebanon

T 

he voice of fabric vendor 
Ali Ramadan is ringing out 
once again after the end of 
six years of fighting which 
turned Souq al-Kamh, the 

old grain market in Lebanon’s sec-
ond largest city, into a front line be-
tween Sunni and Alawite militias.

The rivalry between Tripoli’s 
mainly Alawite neighbourhood of 
Jabal Mohsen and the mainly Sunni 
Bab Tabbaneh, divided by the souq 
and adjacent Syria Street, was exac-
erbated by Syria’s civil war, with the 
former supporting the Damascus re-
gime and the latter the opposition.

Calm was restored two years ago, 
with the deployment of the Leba-
nese Army under a stringent secu-
rity plan. Since then, private peace-
building initiatives, supported by 
international organisations, have 
helped rehabilitate the area and 
brought former enemies together 
on reconstruction and development 
projects.

Ramadan, an Alawite from Jabal 
Mohsen, stood outside his shop 
chatting with Adel Samidi, a Sunni 
from Bab Tabbaneh, who owns a 
store next to his in Souq al-Kamh. 
“I have worked in this shop for more 
than 45 years and most of my neigh-
bours were from the Sunni sect, but 
fighting and decades of instabil-
ity forced many to leave the souq,” 
Ramadan said.

“With security re-established, we 

hope the souq will be revived again, 
especially after its restoration by as-
sociations and institutions of civil 
society.”

The Council of Tabbaneh Youth 
and the Association of Azm and 
Saada (Arabic for “Determination 
and Happiness”) are among groups 
that have been involved in restora-
tion and development projects un-
dertaken by residents of the rival 
quarters, including former fighters.

“We are a group of young people 
who have suffered a lot from vio-
lence and decided to use our energy 
and capacities to serve the region 
that reels under tremendous pov-
erty and deprivation. We do our 
utmost for development and work 

on reinforcing reconciliation among 
the inhabitants,” said Council of 
Tabbaneh Youth Director Khaled 
Shakhshir.

“We did many projects and oth-
ers are under way, but the most 
important thing is that most works 
are being done voluntarily by young 
people from the two [warring] 
neighbourhoods. This is an achieve-
ment by itself.”

In addition to removing the trac-
es of fighting, the civil society’s 
initiatives sought to reinstate an 
ambience of joy and happiness. “A 
celebration to mark the completion 
of the souq’s restoration included 
entertainment and a music night in 
which amateurs from Jabal Mohsen 

and Bab Tabbaneh teamed up to 
sing for peace and love,” Shakhshir 
said.

Souq al-Kamh hosts 1,000 shops 
and is connected to Syria Street, an 
infamous landmark of Tripoli vio-
lence. Fighters, who traded gunfire 
across the street just two years ago, 
are now running a joint venture 
there.

Our Café, a cultural coffee shop 
opened in early March, is housed in 
a building that, just a few months 
ago, was pockmarked with bullet 
holes, with all the windows blown 
out. Today, its smooth walls are 
painted yellow, green, purple and 
pink. The café includes a profes-
sional sound system and a small 
stage where concerts, plays, stand-
up comedy shows and rap will be 
staged twice weekly.

Baal al-Darawish, near Syria 
Street, was also devastated by the 
fighting. Alawite and Sunni volun-
teers started restoration work there, 
including the replacement of 300 
windows and doors.

“I have never expected that one 
day I would be standing next to 
those I was fighting… working and 
sitting together every day after 
we had been communicating with 
weapons,” said Mohammad Sam-
rout, a 37-year-old former fighter 
from Bab Tabbaneh.

“Today we are rebuilding what 
we have destroyed at the behest of 
political leaders who made us ene-
mies, only to let us down to face our 
fate by ourselves,” he said. “That is 
why we have decided to join civil 
society groups to help alleviate pov-

erty in our areas and to turn the page 
on the sufferings of war.”

His comments were backed by Ali 
Zaza who fought on behalf of his 
Alawite community. “I used to open 
up with my automatic rifle from a 
position overlooking Syria Street,” 
he said. “I never imagined that one 
day I will return to this street and sit 
in a café with those who were firing 
back at me.

“I will never carry weapons again 
but I fear for the younger generation 
whose difficult economic and social 
conditions might be exploited to 
woo them into fighting.”

Residents of Jabal Mohsen and 
Bab Tabbaneh discovered they have 
a lot in common. They live in im-
poverished quarters, suffer from 
marginalisation, neglect and high 
unemployment that pushed many 
to resort to violence.

“For six years, I volunteered in ar-
bitrary fighting. I am ready to volun-
teer in doing good for much longer,” 
said Zaza.

Omar Ibrahim is a reporter based in 
northern Lebanon.

Souk al-Kamh on the former front line between Jabal Mohsen and 
Bab Tabbaneh was rehabilitated by volunteers including ex-rival 
gunmen.

“I have never 
expected that one 
day I would be 
standing next to 
those I was 
fighting…”

Mohammad Samrout, 
a former fighter from Bab 

Tabbaneh.


