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Amman

C 

hristmas decorations 
won’t be illuminated in 
Jordan and the Palestin-
ian territories this year 
following calls to turn off 

lights of Christmas trees to protest 
US President Donald Trump’s deci-
sion to recognise Jerusalem as the 
capital of Israel.

Jordanian and Palestinian Chris-
tians were looking forward to the 
festive season and preparations to 
celebrate Jesus’s birth were in full 
swing with Christmas markets, ac-
tivities and festive food, until the 
US move dimmed the spirits.

Fadi Daoud from the Christian 
town Fuheis in central Jordan said 
that since Trump’s announcement 
posts on social media asked that 
Christmas trees’ lights be turned off 
as a symbol of solidarity with the 
Palestinians regarding Jerusalem.

“The decision by Trump evoked 
a lot of feelings towards Jerusalem 
and we, as Christians, feel the need 

to express our disagreement with 
this decision. That is why many 
turned to the social networks to ex-
press their anger,” Daoud said.

He said the Christian communi-
ty, which makes up 6% of Jordan’s 
population of 9.5 million, had been 
preparing for a joyful festive season, 
“which unfortunately was clouded 
by the development on Jerusalem, 
sparking anger and igniting emo-
tions of both Christians and Mus-
lims.”

The Jordan Tourism Board an-
nounced the cancellation of Christ-
mas celebrations at Jesus’s baptism 
site in support of Palestinians in Je-
rusalem.

East Jerusalem, which Palestin-
ians regard as the capital of their 
future state, is home to several 
Christian churches and Islam’s third 
holiest site, Haram al-Sharif.

In the West Bank city of Bethle-
hem, the birthplace of Jesus and a 
major Christian pilgrimage destina-
tion south of Jerusalem, Christmas 
manifestations and displays were 
dropped and lights of main Christ-
mas trees switched off following the 
announcement of Trump’s decision.

Early celebrations of the holiday 
season had started in Jordan with 
bazaars and markets offering hand-
made decorations, festive food 
and activities for families. Visitors, 
however, were more interested in 
getting the feel of Christmas than 
spending money.

“It is a great feeling to be part of 
any Christmas activities and I am 
happy to take part in five Christmas 
bazaars,” said Rowaida Nino, an 
artisan selling handicrafts. “Some 
people are here to buy, especially 
decorations and home-made wine, 
but many are just window shop-
ping. Probably they have other pri-
orities.”

“In the past, people were happy 
to spend more money during the 
festive season but recently things 
have changed and most are care-
ful about every penny spent,” she 
added.

Tareq Msalem, head of the Greek 
Catholic Scout and Guides society, 
which organises a Christmas ba-
zaar, stressed the growing popular-
ity of the festive event.

“Absolutely, we can feel a huge 
difference at this year’s bazaar. 

More people 
are displaying 
their products 
such as home-
made wines 
and sweets that 
attracted many 
buyers; moreo-
ver families en-
joy the activities that come with the 
bazaar,” Msalem said.

Christmas season is also a time 
for giving and sharing.

“During this month, many ini-
tiatives bring smiles to underprivi-
leged children,” Msalem said. “We 
are happy to be part of the ‘Give’ 
initiative under which we collect 
used and new toys to give away. 
This year about 70 children will re-
ceive toys, compared to 30 children 
last year.

“Many families cannot buy toys 
to their kids. Times have definitely 
changed to the worse.”

Greek Orthodox pastor George 
Sharayha said an increasing num-
ber of families are impoverished 
because of the bad economy and 
inflation.

“Our role is to make them feel the 
spirit of Christmas in any way we 
can. Every year we see more fami-
lies struggling to meet simple daily 
life demands,” he said.

A recent World Bank study stated 
that one-third of Jordan’s popula-
tion lives below the poverty line.

The festive season is a time of the 
year when travel agents offer spe-
cial packages to attract foreign and 
local tourists by promoting biblical 
sites and the rose-red city of Petra.

“This year we are hoping for the 
best and so far we have received 
requests from many tourists who 
want to celebrate the holidays 
here in Jordan, which some con-
sider part of their pilgrimage to the 
baptism site,” said Murad Ghsoon, 
owner of a travel agency in Amman.

“Last year, we did not have much 
luck due to the events in Karak but 
this year we hope things will get 
better and so far it is.”

The Islamic State claimed re-
sponsibility for an attack in the 
southern Jordanian city of Karak 
that killed ten people in December 
2016. Seven Jordanian security of-
ficers, a Canadian tourist and two 
Jordanian civilians were among 
the dead. Four attackers were also 
killed.

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist 
based in Jordan.
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Christmas in 
Jordan dimmed 
by Jerusalem crisis
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The Jordan Tourism 
Board announced the 
cancellation of 
Christmas celebrations 
at Jesus’s baptism site 
in support of 
Palestinians in 
Jerusalem.

C
hristmas in Bethle-
hem, the birthplace of 
Jesus, is a front line in 
the battle for the Holy 
Land. Like everything 
in this contested 
land, nothing is what 

it seems. There are Palestinians 
who say the birthplace is not in the 
celebrated Church of the Nativity 
but further down the road. Many 
academics claim this is the wrong 
Bethlehem, the real birthplace is 
under a highway.

What can’t be called into ques-
tion is Muslim belief that Jesus is a 
prophet and a very important one 
at that. Perhaps this clear dividing 
line between Islamic prophethood 
and Christian divinity is the reason 
many non-Muslims don’t see Jesus 
and Islam as linked. Perhaps many 

Muslims don’t talk about  
their interpretation of the life  

and death of Jesus for fear of  

offending Christians.
This, however, is changing. Ear-

lier this year, “The Islamic Jesus” 
by Mustafa Akyol was released. 
Now, Karl-Josef Kuschel has writ-
ten “Christmas and the Quran,” in 
which he points to Islamic narra-
tives around Jesus that are not in 
the gospels.

In one example, Jesus moulds 
clay birds and breathes life into 
them. A similar tale appears in the 
apocryphal “Infancy Gospel of 
Thomas,” second-century Christian 
writings about Jesus’s childhood.

Akyol explores the commonality 
and extraordinary historical con-
nections, particularly among early 
Christians and Muslims in his book. 
He urges Muslims to discover Jesus 
and to read the New Testament.

To discover or rediscover Jesus 
does bring up key questions. How 
do you navigate the big elephant in 
the room: Is he or is he not  

the son of God?
Maybe it doesn’t matter. Jesus has 

such a significant presence in Islam, 
he is referred to in the Quran as “the 
Word of God” and as “One Drawn 
Near.” So perhaps it is enough 
just to say that both Muslims and 
Christians revere him and that he 
has a central space in the kingdom 
of God.

The Prophet Mohammad has no 
place in Christianity yet members 
of the Christian clergy navigate the 
finality of his Islamic Prophethood 
with elements of his message about 
which they agree.

The Roman Catholic Bishop of 
Salford John Arnold recently spoke 
at a parade in Manchester, England, 
to mark the birthday of the Prophet 
Mohammad. Arnold’s motives may 
have been more about building 
community cohesion by celebrating 
the festival of a local community 
but attend and celebrate he did.

With Christmas a few more 
shopping days away, there will be 
silly tabloid and far-right stories 
about Muslims who stole Christmas 
because they hate it so much. Re-
cently, a British superstore got into 
a spot of bother with those groups 
for including a Muslim family in 
their Christmas celebratory TV ad 
campaign.

For many, however, celebrating 
Christmas is less about faith and 
more about being together as a fam-
ily. Even so, it’s possible that super-
store was on to something. Perhaps 
that Muslim family was celebrating 
Christmas because it marks the 
birthday of the prophet Jesus.

Either way, I will be one of the 
many Muslims around the world 
marking Christmas. The bishop of 
Salford has shown that celebrating 
what we have in common is better 
than division and misunderstand-
ing. I’m sure Jesus would agree.

‘I will be one of the many Muslims around the world marking Christmas’

Aaqil Ahmed

Jesus has such a 
significant 
presence in Islam, 
he is referred to in 
the Quran as “the 
Word of God” and 
as “One Drawn 
Near.”

the former head of Religion and 
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Cultural festival. 
Christian children take part 
in a play as part of Christmas 
celebrations in Amman, on 
December 6.                     (Reuters)
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