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Christmas Celebrations & Zeina

Traditions in Lebanon%.

Helou =A

Officially hosting 18 different religious sects, Lebanon is home to a
large and diverse Christian population that is keen to perpetuate the
traditions of Christmas. The recent war in Gaza and on Lebanon’s
Southern border has brought about some noted changes this holiday
season but has not dampened the Lebanese’ love of life and celebra-
tion. In fact, after an initial cancelation of flights in October 2023,
incoming flights in December have increased to reach 8,000- 12, 000
daily passengers. Christmas remains after all, a family event and no
amount of political risk will deter it!

The traffic jammed streets have lit up in holiday glitz, while munici-
palities have set up Christmas markets with dazzling décor and fun
activities. Alongside the lights and holiday sparkle, a sense of soli-
darity between Lebanese and with their neighbors under fire is evi-
dent: there is an atmosphere of reflection and gratitude for the pre-
sent moment, and most Christmas markets are promoting the works
of small local designers and entrepreneurs. Church decorations have
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Christmas Celebrations and Traditions in Lebanon

focused on the nativity scene and parishes have
centered their efforts on community events and
soup kitchens to assist internally displaced popu-
lations and the victims of the economic fallout.

Inside the homes, ancestral traditions unique to
the Levant are still in place, and these include
centuries old customs and other celebrations im-
ported from France. Some of these are:

IThe Wheat Kernels of St Barbara

S

St. Barbara is a Lebanese saint hailing from the
city of Baalbeck, who is said to have escaped
her father’s religious persecution by hiding dis-
guised in a field of wheat and knocking on
strangers’ doors for food. Children celebrate
her memory on the eve of December 3 by dress-
ing up in costumes and disguises, knocking at
neighbors’ houses to ask for candy, and eating a
traditional wheat porridge with soaked nuts and

raisins. Wheat kernels are planted and on IThe Wheat Kernels of St Barbara
Christmas eve, the newly sprouted wheat grass
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will be placed next to the nativity scene. Meghli is a spiced rice powder pudding of-
fered to visitors in the Levant when a new ba-
IThe Basket of the Poor by is born. It is customary in many homes to
prepare it for Christmas to mark the birth of
This is filled with 7 kinds of dried fruits and Baby Jesus. The sweetened rice powder pud-
nuts, one for each day of the week, and are of- ding is flavored with caraway, cinnamon and
fered to visitors to wish them a prosperous New anise and topped with soaked nuts and raisins.
Year.

IThe yule log cake / “Buche de Noel”

IThe Nativity Scene inside a Cave Mostly a French Christmas tradition, the yule

. o . . log cake (rolled cake with cream filling) has
A cave housing the nativity scene is traditionally

. i become a staple Christmas dessert. Lebanon is
placed in each home under the Christmas tree,

a country with a large francophone following,

while villages will display life size scenes or and many traditions have been maintained from

huge renditions of the village of Bethlehem.
Most historians agree that Jesus must have been

the French mandate and the strong cultural ties
between the two countries. The dessert was

born inside a cave as Palestinian houses at that inspired by the pagan custom of burning a huge
time were built on top of a rock excavation that log all throughout the night to mark the start of
housed the domesticated animals. The nativity the winter solstice. The tradition was main-
scene is a hugely important practice, taking prec- tained in Europe with the advent of Christiani-
edence over the Christmas tree, and is consid- ty, and in some regions, the log was carefully
ered to bless the home. chosen to keep burning until the Epiphany!
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I The Feast of the Epiphany

This celebration takes place on January 6, and is
said to coincide with the arrival of the 3 kings
coming from Persia, India and Arabia to honor
Baby Jesus with their gifts of gold, incense and
myrrh. Traditionally, it is celebrated by placing a
bean inside puff pastry cake filled with almond
cream, then dividing it among the family mem-
bers. Whoever gets the bean is crowned the fami-
ly’s King and is supposed to have a lucky year.

In the Orient, the feast also coincides with the
baptism of Jesus in the Jordan river, and the bi-
ble’s depiction of the holy spirit manifesting at
this occasion. In rural traditions, a flour and wa-
ter dough is placed on the door of each house on
the eve of January 5 and in the morning, the
dough is expected to rise with wild yeast as a gift
from the visiting holy spirit. This action will
bless the home for the new year and the risen
dough will be the sourdough starter of the year’s ]
bread. (BE) LN >DIOYRAIADERFD

(Local Coordinator, Zeina Helou)
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Celebrating Christmas and new Year in Damascus

Reported by

Marah
Morad A
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Before 2011, Syria was an important travel des-
tination for millions of travelers from around
the world but because of the war, tourism
stopped. Damascus, the oldest capital in the
world, is still as alive as ever despite all odds.
From its souks and khans to its traditional res-
taurants, the city is buzzing with life.

The people of Syria are looking for beauty in
the middle of their difficult circumstances, cre-
ating beautiful and heartwarming art. They are
cagerly waiting for Christmas and New Year
celebrations as they carry many beautiful mean-
ings.

They see everything beautiful, the cave, the tree
and Santa Claus, they celebrate the New Year
with all their religious affiliations, Muslims and
Christians united with joy and hope.

Shining decorations illuminate the Christmas
Market in Damascus that attracted people from
different governorates to visit the place and en-
joy the lights and decorations paying high en-
trance fees despite a deepening economic crisis
in the country.

The occasion was an opportunity for the people
to escape their daily life worries and financial
difficulties where they can enjoy with their chil-
dren the different types of foods offered by the
kiosk shops in the market, beside enjoying plen-
ty of electricity and lighting which they miss at
their own houses.

(BH) HYRDRADIYRIADERTF

It is also accompanied by social and family celebrations where restaurants are filled with visitors enjoy-
ing delicious meals and listening to special songs of the event. As in several other cultures, the color
white is considered particularly auspicious for New Year’s as it is associated with new beginnings,
peace and prosperity, Syrians, celebrate with a “white dish” representing the hope for all things good
for the year. The "white dish" could be a plate of famous Syrian food such as shakriyeh, kibbeh laba-
nieh, sheikh el mahshi...

Despite all the financial difficulties the Syrians are facing, some of them were able to pay for a ticket to
attend a concert by the famous Lebanese singer Assi El-Hillani, who came specially to Damascus to
celebrate the New Year’s Eve. It is true that the current situation in the world and Syria in particular
imposes itself, but it is the will of life that continues promising in hope, joy, and faith in peace to be
prevailed in our country... (Senior Program Officer, Marah Morad)

(EE#&®) Marah Morad
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