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Special focus Christmas in the Middle East

Celebrating tolerance. A man dressed as Santa Claus waves at a shopping mall in Abu Dhabi, on December 16.           (Reuters)

Beirut

“C
hristmas In Action,” 
“Christmas at Saifi 
Village” and “Christ-
mas at the Villa” are 
among many Christ-

mas bazaars taking place during 
the holiday season in Lebanon.

In no other place in the Arab 
world is Christmas spirit and cel-
ebration more prominent than in 
Lebanon, where Christians consti-
tute approximately 40% of its es-
timated 4.3 million citizens. Glit-
tering lights and Christmas trees 
illuminate streets and squares; 
malls and shops are decorated 
and festive seasonal food is on the 
menu.

Christmas bazaars, organised by 
Christian and Muslim charities and 
civil society organisations, are a 
main attraction.

“We regularly have two fairs per 
year, one for Christmas and one 
in the spring during Easter time,” 
said Lubna Kalot, from the Imam 
Sadr Association, a Tyre-based 
charity founded by Lebanese-Ira-
nian Shia Imam Musa al-Sadr, who 
went missing in 1978.

“It is an occasion for many 
associations to participate 
in our Festive Fair to raise 
awareness about their ac-
tivities and raise funds. 
They come from all 
parts of Lebanon and 
from different sects and 
religions,” Kalot said.

Stands offer a variety 
of products, including 
Christmas chocolate 
arrangements, 
handmade crafts, 
jewellery and 
clothes.

“Christmas is 
for all the people 
to enjoy. You find 
Christmas trees 
in many Mus-
lim homes. 
The people 
are not dif-
ferent 
or di-

vided. It is only the politicians who 
have differences,” Kalot said, add-
ing that the association’s chorus 
has been taking part in Christmas 
celebrations and singing carols in 
churches.

In Beirut’s old train station in 
Mar Mikhael neighbourhood, 
Christmas carols blared from 
loudspeakers as shoppers moved 
around the “Christmas In Action 
bazaar.” Some 85 Lebanese design-
ers participated in the 6-day event, 
which included a food court, chil-
dren’s area and entertainment by 
young singers and artists.

“It is the sixth edition of ‘Christ-
mas In Action’ and all the revenues 
this year go to the Children’s Can-
cer Centre of Lebanon,” said the 
fair’s organiser Cynthia Bou Khat-
er.

“It is warm and jolly and you 
can feel the Christmas spirit all 
over the place. Artisans are very 
happy to participate knowing that 
a percentage of their sales will go 

to a charitable association,” Bou 
Khater said.

For Egypt’s minority Cop-
tic Christians, who celebrate 

Jesus’s birth on January 7, the 
buildup to Christmas Day in-
cludes fasting and major masses. 
While Christmas last year was 
overshadowed by the bombing 

of a church in Cairo, the ter-
ror threat in Egypt is still 
eminent following the 

November 24 attack on a 
Sufi mosque that killed 

more than 300 wor-
shippers.

Nonetheless, 
preparations to 
celebrate the holy 

occasion continue. 
Christmas 
shoppers are 
swarming food 

markets, 
clothing 

outlets and patisserie shops, while 
restaurants and nightclubs offer 
shows by famous belly dancers 
and singers.

“Nobody will intimidate us. 
Christians are threatened by the 
terrorists as much as Muslims but 
these humanity-haters will not 
scare us,” said Catholic priest Rafik 
Griesh.

Christmas this year also repre-
sents much-needed business for 
hotels and restaurants, said Ehab 
Shukri from the Federation of 
Tourist Chambers.

“Hotel occupancy is near full na-
tionwide. Weather conditions and 
security measures encouraged for-
eigners to come and Egyptians to 
travel inside the country,” Shukri 
said.

While only around 12% of Egypt’s 
population of 96 million, Egyptian 
Christians are the biggest Christian 
minority in the Arab world.

The announcement of the Is-
lamic State’s defeat in Iraq brought 
relief to all Iraqis, particularly Iraqi 
Christians who were systemati-
cally persecuted by the jihadists. 
“Christmas this year would be dif-
ferent from previous years. Our 
fears have somehow receded after 
the elimination of this murderous 
group,” said Hiba Salem, a Chris-
tian government employee.

Assyrian priest Father Touma 
Hermez said ecclesiastical authori-
ties hope to have Christmas mass-
es in all the churches that were de-
stroyed by the jihadists. “We want 
prayers and calls for peace and co-
existence to rise again from these 
churches and urge on the govern-
ment to speed up the reconstruc-
tion of Christian villages to secure 
the return of their displaced inhab-
itants,” he said.

In the United Arab Emirates, 
churches are gearing up for com-
munity events and Christmas mass 
with separate services to cater for 
various language groups and na-
tionalities.

The festive spirit is alive with the 
sights and sounds of Christmas in 
shopping malls, hotels, resorts and 
theme parks, beautifully decorat-
ed with Christmas trees. The shops 
are brimming with newly arrived 
products, with everyone making a 
beeline for gifts for family, friends 
and colleagues.

Nasif Kayed, the founder of The 
Arab Culturalist, an organisation 
that aims to connect the East and 
West through cultural consultancy 
programmes, said Christmas was 
celebrated in the UAE like in the 
West, reflecting the Arab tradition 
of tolerance, hospitality and gener-
osity to guests and fellow citizens.

“It is not surprising that many 
Muslim families in the UAE deco-
rate and light up Christmas trees 
and exchange gifts because their 
children are living in a multicultur-
al environment and they want to 
inculcate the spirit of good cheer, 
celebration and get them engaged 
in the festive spirit,” he said.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section editor. 
Amr Emam in Cairo, Oumayma 
Omar in Baghdad and N.P. Krishna 
Kumar in Dubai contributed 
to this report.
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Joyous season. Iraqis shop for Christmas paraphernalia in the 
capital Baghdad, on December 16.                  (AFP)

Christmas spirit 
survives in Middle 
East despite all odds

In Iraq, ecclesiastical 
authorities hope to 
have Christmas masses 
in all the churches that 
were destroyed by the 
jihadists.

Abu Dhabi

T 

he streets of the United 
Arab Emirates are deco-
rated with so many lights 
in December that the cit-
ies’ neighbourhoods take 

on the festive look of communities 
preparing for Christmas.

December 2 in the UAE is National 
Day, an occasion that has taken on 
greater significance in recent years. 
Decorations in public spaces cel-
ebrate the day and remain through-
out the Christmas season, which is 
why the country takes on its very 
festive look.

Official figures state that 100% 
of UAE citizens are Muslim, which 
means celebrating Christmas is not 
their norm. In the UAE, where less 
than 15% of the population is Emira-
ti, the country is arguably one of the 
most tolerant in the world. The last 
six weeks of 2017 says everything 
you need to know about the truth 
behind this statement.

UAE Prime Minister and Dubai 
Emir Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid 
al-Maktoum has announced that the 
pedestrian bridge over the recently 
built Dubai Canal had been named 
“Tolerance Bridge.” With more than 
30 churches in all seven emirates, 
the UAE practises the meaning be-
hind the name of the bridge.

“Love and tolerance are bridges 
of communication and a universal 
language, binding humanity across 
different languages, religions and 
cultures,” said an Arabic video that 
Sheikh Mohammed tweeted on No-
vember 15. “These are the founda-
tions of the Emirates.”

The 2016 US Report on Interna-
tional Religious Freedom said the 
UAE government continues to pro-
vide land for Christian churches (as 
well as Sikh and Hindu temples). 
The UAE also provides land for non-
Islamic cemeteries and cremation 
facilities for the country’s large Hin-
du community.

Dig a little deeper, however, and 
there is considerably more to dis-
cover.

On December 5, and running for 
three days, Abu Dhabi was host 
for the fourth Forum for Promot-
ing Peace in Muslim Societies. This 
year’s theme was “World Peace and 
Islamophobia.” “The gathering of 

Islamic scholars and intellectuals 
[aimed] to promote the culture of 
tolerance and peace and to break 
the vicious cycles of suspicion, fear 
and intimidation against Muslims 
around the world,” reported WAM, 
the official news agency of the UAE.

The country’s constitution guar-
antees freedom of religious wor-
ship and prohibits discrimination 
on grounds of religious belief. The 
UAE’s Anti-Discrimination Law, 
which became official in July 2015, 
states that any form of discrimina-
tion against people and religion is 
outlawed.

The country appointed the world’s 
first Minister of Tolerance in Febru-
ary 2016 and this individual was, 
naturally, a woman: Sheikha Lubna 

In UAE, Christmas is about building bridges

I
n Nazareth, one-way signs 
are suggestions, not require-
ments. A ride through the 
town’s older neighbour-
hoods reveals a maze of 
narrow streets and twisted 
alleyways, each accommo-

dating two- and sometimes three-
way traffic. Motorists squeeze 
past each other, their vehicles 
grazing centuries-old stone re-
taining walls.

Like most places in Israel and 
the Palestinian territories, Naza-
reth traffic is a complex system 
but it usually gets the traveller to 
the intended destination. That is, 
until the arrival of the holidays 
and particularly Christmas.

Each Christmas season in this 
biblical, storied village brings a 
new round of visitors, eager to 

explore the historic Church of 
the Annunciation and browse the 
city’s famed Christmas market. 
The rush of tourism shuts down 
the already-congested old city, 
packing hotels, guesthouses and 
cafes with local and international 
tourists. It is an annual and pre-
dictable economic stimulus for 
a town known as Israel’s “Arab 
capital” and the childhood home 
of Jesus.

That’s why, when reports 
surfaced that Nazareth Mayor Ali 
Salam planned to “cancel Christ-
mas” in response to US President 
Donald Trump’s designation 
of Jerusalem as Israel’s capital, 
residents questioned the validity 
of the reporting.

“Christmas is extremely impor-
tant to Nazareth. It is an eco-
nomic lifeline for the city,” said 
Bassam Hakim, operation man-
ager of the Hakim Guest House, in 
the heart of the old city. “People 
come from all across Israel, Eu-
rope and the United States to ex-
perience the holiday here. Rooms 
all around town are booked three 
months in advance. They can’t 
just ‘cancel’ Christmas.”

Cancelling Christmas would 
have thrown a wrench in the 
plans of thousands of tourists 
and strip local shopkeepers of a 
much-needed boost in retail sales. 
Seeking to avoid being portrayed 
as a Grinch who stole Christmas, 
Salam had a news conference to 

Christmas as usual in Nazareth despite Trump’s Jerusalem decision

Rami Ayyub 
is a political consultant and foreign 

policy analyst in Jerusalem.

Viewpoint

In Egypt, Christmas 
shoppers are 
swarming food 
markets, clothing 
outlets and 
patisserie shops.
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