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bint Khalid bin Sultan al-Qasimi. The 
person who currently has the posi-
tion is Sheikh Nahyan bin Mubarak 
al-Nahyan.

On November 21, Lebanese lawyer 
Samir Salloum and his son Ziad were 
knighted by the Vatican. Bishop Paul 
Hinder, the apostolic vicar for South-
ern Arabia, honoured the two men, 
who are lawyers in the UAE, at St Jo-
seph’s Cathedral in Abu Dhabi. In at-
tendance for the ceremony was — of  
course — Sheikh Nahyan.

The two Lebanese men were laud-
ed for helping the church and its pa-
rishioners. Samir Salloum was quot-
ed by local media as saying: “The 
church itself is proof that the UAE, 
since inception, has been a tolerant 
country, accepting of other religions 

and accepting of others.”
The UAE government’s rela-

tionship with the Roman Catholic 
Church is deepening.

In June 2016, Sheikha Lubna met 
with Pope Francis and formally de-
livered an invitation for him to visit 
the UAE, the National Catholic Reg-
ister reported.

Also that month, the UAE cabinet 
approved a national programme 
for tolerance. At the meeting, as re-
ported by WAM, Sheikh Mohammed 
said: “Tolerance is a key value of our 
ancestors and our founding fathers.”

In September 2016, Sheikh Mo-
hammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan, 
crown prince of Abu Dhabi, met 
with the pope to discuss enhanc-
ing and developing ties between  

the Vatican and the UAE.
In June 2017, the Sheikh Moham-

med bin Zayed Mosque in Abu Dhabi 
was renamed the Mariam, Umm Eisa 
mosque, which translates from Ara-
bic as “Mary, Mother of Jesus.” WAM 
reported that members of the Chris-
tian community in the UAE said the 
renaming of the mosque was “an 
example of mutual tolerance and 
peaceful coexistence” between reli-
gions.

For UAE residents who pay little 
attention to the news, there are the 
bright lights of Christmas to remind 
them of the tolerance in the Arabian 
Peninsula.

As December 25 approaches, re-
tail outlets throughout the UAE 
sell Christmas decorations as well 
as Christmas trees — from artificial 
ones to fir, spruce and pine trees. 
Uber will even deliver a newly pur-
chased tree to your door. Santas 
are aplenty in the malls and dozens 
of tree-lighting ceremonies occur 
across the country. Of course, Abu 
Dhabi is home to the world’s most 
expensive Christmas tree, which 
was unveiled for the first time in 
2010 at Emirates Palace. Guinness 
World Records made it official in 
May 2011, when it valued the Christ-
mas tree at $11.5 million. (It was so 
expensive because of the jewellery 
used to decorate the tree that came 
from the hotel’s gift shop.)

When announcing the naming of 
Tolerance Bridge, Sheikh Moham-
med said in another tweet: “Toler-
ance is synonymous with the UAE. 
Tolerance is an obligation as all peo-
ple are created equal by God, wheth-
er they are Muslim or not. People 
from more than 200 nationalities 
live in the UAE in harmony, working 
together without racism discrimina-
tion or intolerance.”

In the UAE, the country’s leader-
ship practises what it preaches.

Michael Jabri-Pickett is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Abu Dhabi.

Special focus Christmas in the Middle East

 The UAE’s constitution 
guarantees freedom of 
religious worship and 
prohibits 
discrimination on 
grounds of religious 
belief.

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

In UAE, Christmas is about building bridges
Dunia El-Zobaidi

is a regular Arab Weekly contributor in London.

Celebrating Christmas 
means different things 
to different people

C
hristmas means 
different things to 
different people. For 
some it is a chance 
to spend time with 
family and exchange 
gifts; for others, it is 

a religious reminder. Some do not 
mark the holiday at all.

Christians around the world cel-
ebrate the birth of Jesus on either 
December 25 or, for the Eastern 
Orthodox, January 7. It is not a 
religious occasion for Muslims but 
many choose to mark the holiday 
for other reasons.

A young man in his 20s ex-
plained why he does not celebrate 
Christmas. His father is a Muslim 
Arab and his mother is a British 
convert to Islam.

“I have never celebrated Christ-
mas but my mother’s side of the 
family still sends Christmas gifts 
to my mother to keep the tradi-
tion,” said the man, who asked 
that his name not be used. “They 
know it is not personal towards 
them that we don’t celebrate 
Christmas with them but a matter 
of principle. It is important to be 
consistent with your principle, so 
people see you genuinely believe 
in what you are doing.”

Even though Muslims believe 
Jesus was a prophet, this young 
man said he does not believe in 
celebrating any prophet’s birth-
day, not even the Prophet Mo-
hammad’s.

“Prophet Mohammad never 
celebrated his birthday so cel-
ebrating it is an innovation in the 
religion that people have intro-
duced,” he said. “There have been 
many warnings about changing 
or adding things to religion and 
introducing new practices that 
are not actually part of Islam. 
We have two Eids and are told to 
celebrate these each year.”

The man said: “I believe 
Christmas is a pagan celebration 
so I think it is inappropriate for 
Muslims to take part. Also, Christ-
mas carols say Jesus is the son of 
God, which contradicts Islam’s 
fundamental principles.”

Nadia Saridar, a half-Iraqi, half-
British Catholic mother, explained 
the religious meaning behind 
Christmas to her and described 
how Christians in Iraq celebrate 
Christmas.

“Christmas for me is more 
about religion, it’s not commer-
cial,” she said. “For me, it’s about 
the birth of Christianity. Christ 
for me is a symbol of rebirth 
and faith. Although it’s nice to 
have presents and parties, life is 
becoming more commercial and 
we are going away from the true 
meaning of Christmas.

“We should think about what it 
means to be a human and why we 

are on this Earth. We have to think 
about the homeless in the cold 
and how they are going to survive. 
It’s fine for it to be commercial but 
only to a point, it shouldn’t take 
over the greater meaning.”

“‘In Iraq, we never sent people 
cards because they weren’t avail-
able in the shops,” Saridar said. 
“The children received one small 
gift. Christmas food was not avail-
able in the shops, so we would 
celebrate with Arabic food. We 
would buy ourselves a new outfit 
but in England, a lot of people 
don’t bother.”

“On Christmas Eve, I would 
go to the Latin Mass and other 
families would go to the Arabic 
Mass in the morning then visit 
our Christian neighbours to wish 
them ‘Merry Christmas’ and our 
Muslim neighbours would do the 
same for us. Lunchtime is just for 
the family and the grandfather 
would give the children money. 
It had more of the truer mean-
ing than commercial meaning,” 
Saridar said.

Dalia Dergham, an Iraqi Muslim 
with three young children said 
she enjoys the commercial side of 
Christmas.

“We celebrate Christmas by put-
ting up a tree, making Christmas 
lunch and donating to charity,” 
she said. “We do more for Christ-
mas than Eid because it’s a long 
holiday so it’s a chance to cele-
brate properly and lots of com-
panies give bonuses just before 
Christmas.”

“I don’t tend to think about the 
religious aspect to Christmas. It’s 
more the fact I am part of a com-
munity. The same way people put 
up a British flag to show support 
for the English football team, I put 
up the tree,” Dergham said’

“The belief that Christmas is 
pagan does cross my mind but it 
doesn’t stop me from celebrating 
it,” she said. “I want my children 
to enjoy Christmas and not to feel 
left out. It’s easier not to celebrate 
Halloween as it is not as widely 
celebrated as Christmas is. If you 
decide not to search for Hal-
loween, it will feel like a normal 
night. However, Christmas comes 
to you through the radio and TV. 
Also, Halloween is not a holiday 
but Christmas is.”

Dergham is married to a Leba-
nese man and has spent Christmas 
in Lebanon.

“Growing up in Iraq, the only 
thing we did do for Christmas was 
put up a tree,” she said.

“There were no presents ex-
changed or Christmas lunch. In 
Lebanon. It’s different as there 
are so many more Christians and 
you are almost guaranteed a white 
Christmas in parts of Lebanon. All 
the shops have Christmas trees 
and the products in stores are 
Christmas themed. In the parts 
that are majority Christmas, there 
is a more religious atmosphere to 
it than commercial.

“Also, there is more freedom of 
speech in Lebanon compared to 
Iraq and you are encouraged to 
celebrate your religious holiday. 
A lot of Muslims light a candle 
for mass in churches or donate 
money in the church box. In Iraq, 
it is not as easy to find a church 
but in Lebanon there is a church 
on almost every street so it’s 
easier for Muslims to take part.”

Viewpoint

Christmas is not 
a religious 
occasion for 
Muslims but 
many choose to 
mark the 
holiday for 
other reasons.

Christmas as usual in Nazareth despite Trump’s Jerusalem decision
assure the public that festivities 
would proceed largely as planned.

“Reports that Christmas events 
would be cancelled this year are 
incorrect,” Salam said in a state-
ment. “Just like every year, the 
city is decorated for the holiday 
and we look forward to welcom-
ing tens of thousands of visitors.”

Salam’s clarification runs coun-
ter to a previous statement, first 
reported by the Times of Israel, 
in which he proclaimed: “Our 
identity and faith are not up for 
debate. The decision [on Jerusa-
lem] has taken away the joy of the 
holiday and we will thus cancel 
the festivities this year.”

Why the about-face?
“This is all a misunderstand-

ing,” explained Sharif Safadi, 
director-general of the Nazareth 
municipality. “What the mayor 
meant to say was that the 
singers and performances 
would be cancelled but the 
main events — the parade, 
the Christmas market, 
the lighting of the 
tree — would all go as 
planned.”

Indeed, a handful of 
major singers, includ-
ing Palestinian singer 
and “Arab Idol” win-
ner Mohammed Assaf, 
scheduled to perform 
in Nazareth’s Christmas 
Eve festival cancelled 
their appearances 

following Trump’s Jerusalem 
designation. In a statement, Assaf 
explained the move was taken 
“in solidarity with the Palestin-
ian people” adding that he would 
“use his voice to defend the rights 
of Palestinians in Jerusalem.”

Trump’s decision on Jerusalem 
inspired protests, pontification 
and politicisation across the 

region. Actors ranging from politi-
cians to NGO directors and militia 
leaders seized on the news, using 
the issue of Jerusalem to further 
their own political and economic 
agendas or demonstrate sympa-
thy for the Palestinian cause.

In Nazareth, though, the Jeru-
salem designation has not had a 
meaningful effect on Christmas 
festivities.

“People aren’t really talking 
much about [Jerusalem],” said 
Bassam. “Part of the reason this 
whole issue is on the radar is 
because an election is coming up 
and individuals try to take advan-
tage of the currents.”

Municipal elections in Israel 
are to take place in 2018 but it 
wouldn’t necessarily be fair to ac-
cuse Salam of politicising the Je-

rusalem designation for his own 
ends. After all, the cancellations 
that have taken place, includ-

ing by Assaf, were done by the 
artists and were largely out of 
the mayor’s hands.

All of this bodes well for 
Salam, who can enjoy the 

political benefits of his al-
leged cancellation without 

sacrificing the economic 
boost that Christmas 
tourism means to the 
city. In that sense, he 
can have it both ways. 
In Nazareth, there  

are no one-way  
streets.
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