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Palestinian Christians

Situating selves in a dislocated present1

Mark Daniel Calder

There is clearly no way of doing justice to the diversity of Palestinian Christian experience 
in a brief primer such as this. In fact, even defining the category of “Palestinian Christian” 
is more difficult than it appears, with both labels being themselves highly contested even 
before being placed next to one another. However, it is possible to explore what Palestinian 
Christians share and what divides them without pursuing a definitive account of their sup-
posed group identity. My approach here, then, is to consider the diverse situations in which 
Palestinian Christians experience and narrate themselves, attending to commonalities and 
differences in both. This entails attention to environments broadly understood: the “clus-
terings” of lives in different places across historic Palestine, each inscribed by stories and 
meanings that have implications for everyday experience.2 We will therefore consider in turn 
Palestinian Christians’ situations in different landscapes, jurisdictions, group relationships 
(both to one’s own and others), and in relation to powerful circulating narratives, not least 
those that are distinctively Christian and Palestinian. This is an attempt to sketch a physical 
and symbolic ecology of Palestinian Christian diversity, their interrelationship with places, 
materials, others (human and non-human), and countless meanings.

Places and displacement

We turn first then to the diverse locations in which Palestinian Christians live. While re-
lationship to diaspora is an important feature of this experience, here we focus on those 
who reside in historic Palestine: the occupied territories of the West Bank and Gaza, and 
Israel, where Christians are very unevenly distributed. Nearly three quarters of Palestinian 
Christians in historic Palestine are Israeli citizens living within the 1949 Armistice Line, 
or “Green Line”, that is, the borders of Israel prior to the occupation of the West Bank and 
Gaza in 1967. The largest population is in the north of Israel (92,200), with Nazareth, Acre, 
and Haifa all having large Christian populations, in addition to those living in villages and 
smaller towns. In the Palestinian territories, Christians are especially concentrated in the 
central West Bank in the Bethlehem (22,400) and Ramallah (12,800) areas. In Jerusalem, 
there are 12,500 Palestinian Christians – 8,000 in East Jerusalem, 6,000 of whom are in the 
Old City. There is also a smaller concentration of Palestinian Christians in the northern West 
Bank, including a much diminished community in Nablus, and in the eastern city of Jericho. 
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As in Israel, Christians are disproportionately located in larger towns and cities, but some 
reside in villages, especially around Ramallah such as in the only wholly Christian village 
of Taybeh, and in Zebabdeh, near Nablus. A study by the Diyar Consortium estimates the 
presence of a little over 48,000 Christians in the West Bank including their claimed capital 
in East Jerusalem, out of 2.8 million Palestinians. The Israeli Central Bureau of Statistics 
records the presence of around 120,000 Arab3 Christians in Israel (out of 1.66 million Arabs 
and a total population a little over 8 million). Gaza’s Christian population has, according to 
a 2014 report by the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA), dwindled to 1313, much 
lower than the frequently cited estimate of 2,500–3,000.4

While the total population of Palestinian Christians in the West Bank, and even more in 
Israel, increased throughout the twentieth century – during the British Mandate, after the 
establishment of the State of Israel, and since the start of the Israeli Occupation in 1967 – 
each of its territories has experienced very significant Christian emigration, which, along-
side a relatively high fertility rate among their Jewish and Muslim neighbors, has reduced 
the percentage of Christians dramatically, from around 10% to well under 2%.5 A report by 
Diyar shows that current inclinations among Christians to emigrate are driven primarily by 
economic hardship and regional political instability, accounting for the higher numbers of 
emigrants out of the Palestinian territories compared with Israel.6

Landscapes and jurisdictions

This small territory comprises some strikingly different worlds. Haifa, where nearly 7% of the 
population is Christian,7 is a bustling city cascading toward the sea, and its Jewish, Muslim, 
Christian, Druze, and Bahá’í inhabitants reside in an urban coastal environment that might 
feel familiar to millions, separated only by water, from Barcelona to Beirut to Algiers. In 
contrast, the 450 or so Christians in the laid-back, ancient city of Jericho in the Jordan valley 
share a necessarily languid pace of life, not only with the nearly 99% Muslim population, but 
with more millions adjusted to the dry heat of the vast Levantine interior to the east.8 Those 
in Jaffa, now a suburb of Tel Aviv, dwell in an environment shaped by the concerns of a large 
commercially oriented metropolis, whereas those in the Old City of Jerusalem experience 
the intensity of contested space often navigated with reference to ancient scriptures. Acre’s 
old city on the northern Israeli coast, and Nablus, 50 miles to the south-east in the West 
Bank, share similarly evocative, maze-like streets and bustling markets, but the latter’s battle 
scars have been added to frequently over recent years, whereas Richard the Lionheart and 
Salah ud-Din are the warriors most often recalled in Acre. Some towns, including Nablus, 
but especially Gaza City, are increasingly characterized by relatively conservative Islamic 
norms, whereas villagers in Taybeh have added the celebration of Oktoberfest to their more 
traditional festivals since Palestine’s first brewery opened there in 1994.

These diverse landscapes are subject to multiple jurisdictions. Israel is, within its own 
territory, a fully sovereign state, so while, say, Haifa’s outward-looking cosmopolitanism 
contrasts with Nazareth’s more fraught, suspicious relationship between members of the 
three main religions,9 Christians throughout Israel enjoy the rights of citizens, even as they 
endure various kinds of exclusion.10 This at least means freedom of movement and political 
enfranchisement, even though expressing any Palestinian national sentiment within Israel 
has become harder.11 The Hamas government in Gaza, though similarly a uniform jurisdic-
tion, lacks monopoly of force, and multiple factions and militias compete with it. Movement 
in and out of Gaza is usually impossible due to the Israeli blockade. Residents have not par-
ticipated in any formal democratic exercise since 2006.
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Compared with Israel and Gaza, jurisdiction in the West Bank and East Jerusalem is com-
plex. As part of the Oslo II Accord of 1995, the West Bank is divided into Areas A, B, and 
C, indicating different legal regimes: in Area A (18% of the total), the Palestinian Authority 
has de jure civil and security control; in Area B (22%), it has civil control but Israel retains 
security control; in Area C (60%), Israel is fully in control. In fact, residents of Area A do not 
live without interactions with the Israeli state. For residents of Nablus or the refugee camps 
in Bethlehem, Israeli troops are regular visitors, arresting suspected militants, activists,12 
or stone-throwers. Villages such as Jifna or Zebabdeh are small isolated islands of Area A 
surrounded by Area C, meaning that, in effect, the Palestinian Authority is responsible for 
municipal functions and policing but is unable to function with the territorial sovereignty of 
a state. In Area C, meanwhile, the presence of settler colonies provides an extension of the 
Israeli state, including its military, into Palestinians’ everyday lives in those areas.13

Disconnection

These diverse territories are most often narrated as part of one territorial whole, Palestine, 
just as some Zionists’ “Land of Israel” is conceived of as an organism, indivisible, resilient in 
the face of the superimposed boundaries of its current overlords, and in spite of its current 
fragmentation into different territories. This neither entails the adoption of certain myths of 
blood or land, nor the negation of the other based only on recent human history (although 
no doubt it can be both of these things). It is, to some extent, an expression of an ecological 
fact, specifically the necessary clustering of lives around the line-of-water divide of a moun-
tain range extending from Jenin to Hebron, joining Palestine’s major non-coastal cities, 
which lie atop a large aquifer beneath the West Bank hills.14 This is the spine whose ribs 
extend west to the Mediterranean and east to the Jordan Valley.

Notwithstanding this perception of an integral whole, if one word could describe the 
changes of the last few decades, it could be “disconnection”. Most recently, the land has seen 
the elaboration of an extraordinary architecture of control, which Eyal Weizman describes 
as a systematic attempt to “separate the inseparable” on the part of the Israeli state.15 At the 
micro level, striking examples of this include the respective Jewish and Muslim routes into 
the Ibrahim Mosque/Tomb of the Patriarchs and the Temple Mount/Haram al Sharif, which 
recall the layered security architecture of airports. A larger-scale example of this is the col-
onization of the West Bank with settlements, serving as an extension of the Israeli state into 
the occupied territories, linked by a series of roads from which Palestinian-registered cars are 
prohibited and which further carve up Palestinian land.

Bethlehem provides a particularly useful case study in this disconnection. Jacob Norris 
shows how the town’s merchants cultivated links with the far abroad over centuries, espe-
cially trading on their proximity to the Nativity story, giving the town a distinctive charac-
ter of material and symbolic connectedness: to the Levant, to the Mediterranean, and in the 
nineteenth century to the far abroad, all refracted through the lens of Christian narratives.16 
Today, however, the town provides a particularly striking example of the rapid reconfigu-
ration of landscapes and the lives of those who dwell therein. The wall that isolates Bethle-
hemites from Jerusalem is probably the most imposing feature of this architecture of control, 
with the “Holy City” and the rest of Israel (or “48 Palestine”) inaccessible without one of 
101 different, and somewhat arbitrarily allocated, permits.17 Disconnection from Jerusalem 
is more than simply a limitation on movement: it is to deprive Bethlehemites of a source 
of symbolic sustenance, as well as livelihoods and social relations. Bethlehem’s proximity 
to Jerusalem has long been a defining part of its civic identity and economy, allowing, for 
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instance, easy access for pilgrims to Bethlehem’s holy sites and markets. Disconnection has 
therefore impacted the vital tourism industry, significantly reducing the numbers who stay 
in the town, a situation compounded by narratives of danger in the West Bank proclaimed 
by guests’ Israeli hosts on the other side of the wall.18 Meanwhile, parts that were once com-
mon agricultural areas, grazing and recreational spaces, such as around Makhrour to the west 
and Jabal Abu Ghneim to the north, have been cut off, the latter now superimposed with a 
settler colony which, though illegal under international law, has been designed to feel much 
like a suburb of Jerusalem from that side of the wall.

And yet, my morning jog through Bethlehem would take me past David’s Well, the 
Church of the Nativity, sometimes as far as Solomon’s Pools or Herodion, together pro-
viding a reminder of a much prouder story. Across Palestine, in different places, the land 
speaks loudly of such ancient roots, of connection to the divine, and also of displacement, 
of confinement, of disconnection, and of a precarious present and contested future. Leav-
ing aside those now uninhabited, mostly ruined, and often strategically forested Palestinian 
villages which were cleared in 1947–1949,19 the remaining dwelt-in landscape is already 
inscribed with multiple meanings in relation to which those who dwell therein make sense 
of themselves.

Group identifications

We turn now to the human and symbolic realities in the environments in which Palestinian 
Christians experience and narrate themselves. I begin by noting a phenomenon in Levantine 
social life, which Suad Joseph calls “patriarchal connectivity”.20 In short, this entails imag-
ining personhood in relation to one or more networks or quasi-domestic domains revolving 
around a patriarchal figure: clans, factions, sects, even corporations and governments can 
sometimes be characterized in these terms. According to Joseph, modern states in the Levant 
often afford these patriarchs considerable power, an arrangement which contrasts with the 
idealized, clearly defined public sphere of much Eurocentric social and political discourse, in 
which anonymous and autonomous individuals are imagined to interact primarily in terms 
of legally guaranteed individual rights. This phenomenon of patriarchal connectivity should 
not be imagined to determine all action, of course. Instead, it is like a widespread style of 
relational weave that is sometimes tight and sometimes much looser.21

Denominations

It is from this direction that I want to consider the numerous ṭawā’if (denominations or sects) 
in Jerusalem and Bethlehem, and raise the possibility that they are, or can be, particularly 
strong instances of these patriarchal networks. They retain some power over, for instance, 
administering family law, and a person’s membership of recognized churches also governs 
access to the countless “holy sites” which they all aspire to access. (Indeed, some of them 
function locally as clan-like groups,22 although this is not the case across Palestine.) Chris-
tianity is rarely, therefore, a private matter: a person’s denominational belonging is an im-
portant part of his or her social “location”, at least in the eyes of the law and other people.

A little over half of Christians in the West Bank, and the vast majority of those in 
Gaza, belong to the Greek Orthodox Church, although some of these resent the endog-
enous appellation and describe themselves as either rūm (Byzantine) Orthodox or simply 
as Arab Orthodox, contrasting this with the yunāni (Greek) hierarchy.23 A handful of my 
own Christian interlocutors in the West Bank, Jerusalem, and Israel recalled the Patriarch 
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Germanos (or Herman, 1534–1579) whose Hellenizing reforms, while primarily aimed at 
consolidating the power of his church against Latins in Jerusalem (and the Slavs who dom-
inated the ancient monastery of Mar Saba to the east of Bethlehem), are remembered by 
them for de-Arabizing the hierarchy.24

Catholics in the West Bank are mostly “Latins” (Western rite Roman Catholics) with 
around 15,000 members, and are especially prominent in Bethlehem, while the 3,000 Greek 
Catholics are more evenly distributed. Latins number a little more than 30% of the West 
Bank population, and owe this in large part to the continual presence of Franciscans in the 
land since the Cairo-based Mamluks consigned the holy sites to them in the fourteenth 
century.25 There are also smaller Syriac and Armenian Catholic denominations. Protestants 
make up around 5% in the occupied territories, mostly Anglicans and Lutherans, while also 
including Presbyterians, Baptists, and independent evangelicals. Non-Chalcedonian26 Syriac 
Orthodox, mostly in Bethlehem, and Armenian Apostolic (or Gregorian) Christians, mostly 
in Jerusalem, make up about 3% each. Jerusalem’s sectarian microclimate includes small 
communities of Coptic Orthodox, Ethiopian Tawahedo, and around a hundred Maronites.

The Israeli Bureau of Statistics does not differentiate between denominations but be-
tween those identified as Arab (7.5% of the total population, and 93.5% of Christians) and 
those who identify as non-Arab.27 The largest church in Israel is the Greek Catholic Church, 
which is in communion with Rome and uses an Eastern Rite liturgy similar to that of the 
Orthodox churches. The Greek Orthodox Church is the second largest church, and its mem-
bers are also distributed widely, while Latins, Maronites, and Anglicans have significant, if 
more localized, populations in Israel.

Communalism as a centrifugal force

These churches are not, then, merely “denominations” in a pluralist kaleidoscope, but some-
times serve as agents of an institutionalized sectarian rivalry which may make demands on 
their members’ loyalties and can, at times, weaken Palestinian solidarity. From the four-
teenth century, when the Vatican secured Mount Zion monastery from the Egyptian Sultan, 
Latin clergy, notably Franciscans, won increasing numbers of indigenous converts from an 
overwhelmingly Orthodox Palestinian population, with particular success in Bethlehem.28 
The sour relationship between these two dominant churches led the eighteenth-century 
Ottoman rulers to take decisive action to enshrine the churches’ respective rights in law. 
The resulting “status quo” consolidated the power of the Greek Orthodox, less so of the 
Latin Catholic hierarchies, and sidelined others. Those who lost out then recall it bitterly.29

This competitive, sometimes acrimonious, intra-Christian relationship should be thought 
of in relation to a well-established political contest over the term “minority” (Arabic: aqa-
liyah) in the region. According to Benjamin White, experiencing oneself as belonging to a 
minority accompanied the emergence of the modern nation-state in the Middle East.30 In 
the colonial and post-colonial contexts of the eastern Mediterranean, some Christians came 
to see legal recognition of minority status as essential to securing their rights in relation to 
a Muslim majority and, latterly, Islamic government. However, many others have resisted 
minority status on the basis that, having enshrined it in law and the popular imagination, all 
manner of negative experiences can subsequently be framed by the reified divide between 
the minority and the majority.31

Laura Robson describes how the Palestinian version of this contest emerged during the 
British Mandate as a way of thwarting the emergent, pluralist, and self-consciously modernist 
middle-class Palestinian nationalist movement. For Robson, this unified Palestinian identity 
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narrative was carefully undermined by the colonial regime which it perceived, no doubt cor-
rectly, as a threat to its power. The enduring salience of sect in Palestinian Christian everyday 
life is, according to Robson, largely a product of the British communalist colonial logic. The 
British made access to political influence dependent upon the use of the communal hierar-
chies that they co-opted.32 Robson argues persuasively that this served in the end to margin-
alize Christians in the Palestinian national project while, in fact, this communitarianism may 
have as much reinforced intra-Christian division as Christian-Muslim division.

Nevertheless, the British did not muster sectarian competition out of thin air. Instead, 
they exploited the problem of managing Christian rivalry which they inherited from fore-
going Muslim regimes.

Palestinian nationalism

This rivalry, however, should not be thought to determine all Palestinian Christians’ expe-
rience of self and other, even if it is an important social and political context. In certain di-
alogues, many Christians instead narrate themselves simply as Palestinians. Early Palestinian 
nationalism should be understood as an expression of anti-colonial modernity which con-
nected landless peasants to the more powerful voices of educated elites33 in relation to the life 
of a territory, and connected the ancient toponym (used at least as far back as Herodotus) to 
the idea of a people whose destiny was bound with it.34

Christians played an important role in voicing this new popular consciousness. Advan-
taged, somewhat ironically, by their favorable access to foreign educational institutions 
and to global mercantile networks, members of the disproportionately urban and bour-
geois Christian population played a prominent role in the emergence of Palestinian nation-
alism as an anti-colonial political force.35 Christians Najib Nassar and the al-Isa brothers 
were, as owner-editors of Al-Karmil and Filastin, respectively, particularly prominent, and 
used their newspapers for the advancement of education, resistance of Greek dominance 
in the Orthodox church, and improvement of conditions for peasants. However, they 
soon mobilized their resources toward anti-colonialism and anti-Zionism.36 A little later, 
Muslim-Christian Associations were founded by urban bourgeoisie, which were expressly 
anti-Zionist and self-consciously oriented toward challenging the British colonial assump-
tion that Palestinians were hopelessly divided along religious lines.37

Notwithstanding the emergence of more exclusively Islamic versions of Palestinian na-
tionalism and Christian communalism, there remain many advocates of this pluralist nation-
alism. Today, Christians are active in all of the major political factions (even including the 
Islamic Resistance Movement, Hamas38), and several of my interlocutors denied the every-
day salience of sectarian difference, sometimes blaming the foreign-dominated clergy. A few 
of my interlocutors indeed described the churches’ power as a “2nd Occupation”. Typically, 
Christian and Muslim interlocutors would describe Palestinian Christian sects and Muslims 
as “fingers of one hand”. One Bethlehem resident told me, “Palestinians are one people… 
Sometimes [the Israeli checkpoint soldiers] would ask me, ‘You are Christian?’ smiling like 
I was a friend. I would say, ‘I am Palestinian!’ They become mad!”39

Constructive communalism

This Palestinian national identification is narrated differently in relation to Christian and 
narrower sectarian identifications. Despite the churches’ ancient rivalries, something of 
an ecumenical relationship has developed, and, since 1948, the heads of churches have 



Mark Daniel Calder

106

periodically put aside their differences to express opposition to Zionism40 (although they 
have likewise received criticism from their members for compromise and even collaboration 
with the Israeli state41).

Perhaps a better indication of “constructive communalism” is found at the meso-level 
of local organizations. Take, for instance, the festive scouts parades, which mix Palestinian 
national symbols with those of the schools, clubs, and the religio-communal groups with 
which they are immediately associated. Moreover, one surprising finding of my own re-
search was that communalist connections can be mobilized toward the expression of a wider 
Palestinian solidarity rather than against it. Some of my interlocutors were able to weave 
communalist and Palestinian identifications together to produce new syntheses. One par-
ticularly elegant one was that of my friend “Abu Daoud”, another Syriac Christian. Citing 
his community’s powerfully experienced links to ancient Aramean (or sometimes Assyrian) 
civilization, he told me he was, “Syrian Palestinian, that means we are Arabs. Some people 
will say, no we are not Arabs. But we are as Syrians the ancient pedigree of the Arabs. The 
Arab belongs to the Syrian. We are the Mother of the Arabs”.42 This, he argued, was the basis 
of his community’s belonging in the land of Palestine, despite the fact that most of the Syriac 
community are descendants of refugees from Southeast Turkey, arriving in Palestine in the 
first quarter of the twentieth century.43

Christians among Jews and Muslims

Christians’ experiences and expressions of belonging do not, of course, occur in a vacuum, 
but respond to and internalize more or less explicit questions of identification borne of co-
habitation with visible and materially important difference. In other words, narrating oneself 
as a Palestinian Christian must speak to the presence of non-Christians and non-Palestinians. 
Very often, Christians’ relationships with Jews and Muslims in Palestine are portrayed in black 
and white terms as either unproblematic or hopelessly conflictual. Christians’ relations with 
Jewish Israelis are either framed in terms that speak of Israel as the best place for Christians 
to live in the Middle East or in terms that emphasize violent Jewish militancy.44 Meanwhile, 
Christian-Muslim relations are either portrayed as one of minority “persecution”,45 or one of 
blissful harmony and unwavering solidarity. In fact, it should not be surprising that there is a 
vast range of relationships between Christians and their neighbors, from murderous violence46 
to antagonism47 to strategic alliance, to everyday sharing and warm affection.48 Nevertheless, 
there are developments that have been framed by Christians as evidence of the Judaization 
and Islamization of their respective Israeli and Palestinian territories.49

Israel

Recalling the checkpoint interaction Abu Daoud has described, a divide et impera logic in-
fluences contemporary Israeli engagements with Palestinians under its control. Likud par-
liamentarian Yariv Levin successfully promoted a bill ascribing to Christians and Muslims 
distinct status in law and “separate representation…because [Christians] aren’t Arabs”.50 This 
telling statement recalls the British connection of religious affiliation to political access by 
rendering it decisive in official identity classifications, and reflects increasingly dominant 
narratives of separation in Israeli discourse. Dividing their Palestinian population along con-
fessional lines is not entirely new: a handful of Christians were allowed to return to their 
homes in Haifa, Nazareth, and the Galilee, providing they pledged to campaign against the 
anti-Zionist communists in the 1950s.51 However, the explicit connection of such divisive 
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interventions with an alternative ethnoreligious narrative – the denial even of their Arabness – 
is a novel generalization of specific (Arameanist, Assyrianist, and Phoenicianist) communal-
ist narratives to all Arabic-speaking Christians, and exploits the more extreme versions of 
these communalist narratives in service of the Israeli state.52

The Central Bureau of Statistics still records them simply as “Arab Christians”, however,53 
and Una McGahern argues that Israeli state policy toward Christians is only preferential to 
the extent that it is divisive. McGahern frames Israeli policy toward Palestinian Christians 
as the product of “a dilemma”,54 problematizing, as this population does, the binary fram-
ing of Israel’s conflicts in terms of the “clash of civilizations” between a Muslim East and a 
Judeo-Christian West.55

Gaza and the West Bank

In the Palestinian territories, likewise, there are important qualifications to claims of perfect 
harmony. The murder of evangelical leader Rami Ayyad in 2007 by unknown assailants 
in Gaza was especially disconcerting,56 but everyday constraints upon Christians’ freedoms 
there are more a function of wider developments than occasional murderous violence. 
Gazans are subject to periodic Israeli aerial assaults and ongoing, low-level Palestinian fac-
tional violence. The Hamas government has sought to stymie growing political support 
for their militantly exclusivist rivals (such as Jaish al-Islam, Jaish al-Ummah, Sheikh Omar 
Hadid Brigade, and Ansar al-Bayt al-Maqdis57) by demonstrating their Islamist credentials. 
While there can be no denying the shared experience of suffering due to Israeli blockades 
and periodic war, changing norms in dress, restrictions on public non-observance of fasts, 
and official regulations against co-education are cited by some of my Christian interlocutors 
as evidence of unwelcome Islamization.

Nicholas Pelham argues that Palestinians and the Palestinian Authority treat Christians 
better than the Israeli government, and Christians certainly play a much bigger role in public 
life in the West Bank than in Israel.58 Christians in the West Bank still, of course, sometimes 
complain of poor relations with some of their Muslim neighbors.59 Whether this is framed as 
discrimination, Islamization, or just as trouble with the neighbors, depends greatly upon the 
individual and the context of the dialogue in which he or she is protesting. A key feature of 
this context in the West Bank is the movement of people. The demographics of Christians’ 
heartlands around Bethlehem have changed rapidly and radically. Alongside quite rapid em-
igration of many wealthier and better-connected Christians, the even more parlous situation 
to the south near Hebron and in the recently colonized areas of Area C to the east has in-
creased the number of rural Muslims who have moved into the town, and whose previous 
experience of its everyday intersectarian coexistence is limited. Bethlehemite Muslims and 
Christians alike complained to me of incomers who had no “respect” for the interreligious 
equilibrium that, they said, previously prevailed.

For some, demographic changes compound their sense of disconnection: no longer do 
their neighbors understand their hometown as meaning what it means to them. While a cer-
tain amount of this is anti-migrant sentiment that one may discern in countless other places 
among established elites, there are exacerbating factors that make it rather more understand-
able. Everyone in Bethlehem is aware of the “land mafia” who has had some success appro-
priating land through forgery and infiltration of the police.60 As disproportionately landed, 
Christians have been disproportionately victims of this criminality. This has as much to do 
with the weakness of the Palestinian Authority, confined as it is to discontiguous islands 
of responsibility, as to any external interference; however, these clan-based operations are 
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rumored to be funded by “Saudis” and “Qataris”, pointing at least to how some Christians 
are connecting local realities to regional politics.

How Christians respond is, however, not simply a question of perception but also of stra-
tegic interests. In 2013, a controversy arose around the purchase of land by the Syriac Ortho-
dox patriarchate, in which the purported vendor disappeared with the money. After several 
weeks of internal debate over the best way to proceed, the Syriac community marched 
through Bethlehem, waving Palestinian flags and bearing photos of President Abbas, rather 
than asserting a defensive narrative of being targeted as Christians.61 This, I suggest, was an 
attempt not only to insist upon the community’s rights within the system supposedly guar-
anteed by the PA, but to affirm a stronger solidarity between the Syriac community and the 
Palestinian Authority by way of shoring up the latter’s authority in the face of clan competi-
tion and, perhaps, the targeting of Christians.

Contrasting publics

Beyond state policy, meanwhile, it is important to acknowledge that Christian experiences 
as Christians will vary also in terms of an individual’s relationship to social norms. For 
some, patriarchal connectivity is a means of security and access to resources and influence; 
to others, it is a constraint upon individual freedom. Thus, the relative strength of liberal 
individualism in Israel, though heavily qualified in relation to powerful ethnoreligious and 
ethnonationalist discourses, has implications for some Christians. Notably, for ex-Muslim 
converts to Christianity, Israel affords a larger “liberal public” in which to practice their 
Christianity, which would be difficult, and potentially dangerous, in the context of closely 
knit patriarchal connectivity.62 While Duane Miller deals with the situation of ex-Muslims 
in more detail Chapter 10, it is important to recognize here that relationships between 
Christians and their Muslim or Jewish neighbors may be shaped by contrasting religious 
ontologies. The ontology implicit in patriarchal connectivity is that religion is woven into 
one’s social situation and is not exchangeable.63

As a consequence, it is especially in urban contexts such as Haifa and Tel Aviv that one 
can meet people for whom inherited patriarchal connections have been eschewed in favor of 
individualistic self-articulations. This liberal, negative freedom is therefore of considerable 
material value to, say, some ex-Muslim Christians or self-identifying members of sexual 
minorities.

Christian inheritance

This reflection on contrasting experiences of being Christian alerts us to the possibility of 
distinctively Christian “content” to this social category. We should briefly consider these 
diverse, sometimes contradictory, but distinctively Christian expectations about the way the 
world works and the meanings that they inherit, adapt, narrate, and even sometimes reject 
in their everyday contexts.

In recent years, increasing scholarly attention has been paid to various Palestinian 
Christian theologies, especially their interpretations of scripture. Building on the work be-
gun by writers such as Naim Ateek and Mitri Raheb, Palestinian Protestants, whose co-
religionists in the global north remain overwhelmingly pro-Zionist, have invested in strong 
rebuttals of “Christian Zionist” interpretations of scripture.64 However, while the political 
relevance of this may be considerable, I do not believe scriptural interpretation provides the 
key to Palestinian Christians’ everyday recourse to Christian symbolic resources. By far, 
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the majority of them live with traditions of scripture-use that perform the Bible “prior” to 
interpreting it: the question of an individual’s understanding of it is secondary to their par-
ticipation in its dialogue. I elaborate this elsewhere, but it connects to a broader experience of 
scripture as part of a liturgical drama that draws the Christian subject closer to God through 
entering into the redemption narrative as it were in the first-person.65 Or, as one evangelical 
Palestinian friend of mine reflected, following his attendance at a Greek Orthodox funeral, 
“When you chant scripture, you own it”.

Importantly, in Palestine, this liturgical drama is connected to the everyday experience 
of the “holy land”: the setting of the Bible’s stories of divine engagement with humanity. 
Foremost among these stories is that of the Incarnation of God as Jesus in their land. Many 
of my interlocutors, even those who denied that they were religious, scorned the church hi-
erarchies, and, indeed, dismissed (parts of ) scripture, nevertheless expressed an intensely felt 
connection to “Our Lord Jesus Christ”. As well as pointing to the problem of the “secular” 
category to describe the less overtly religious,66 it points more powerfully to the experienced 
presence of Christ, as it were as a living neighbor in his homeland.

It has become controversial to describe Christ as “a Palestinian”, as this is felt by some 
to be simply an attempt to sanctify the Palestinian national cause or even as anti-Semitic 
erasure of the Jewish Jesus.67 This is to miss the quiet, everyday quality of experiencing this 
Palestinian Christ when dwelling in his land. It is in this land that Christians have, longer 
than anywhere else, experienced the presence of Christ in scriptural, liturgical, and orally 
expressed memory, and as a felt, living presence.68 In an important sense, dwelling as a 
Palestinian Christian in Palestine is to have daily reminders of the presence of Christ as one’s 
neighbor as well as, for some, one’s Palestinian redeemer. This does not demand the appro-
priation of Christ for parochial or nationalistic theology, but it has the potential to refract the 
everyday through a Christological lens. For instance, Mitri Raheb writes, with a Western 
Christian audience in mind:

God himself becomes like our Palestinian refugees. He becomes one of us, one who 
was driven from his homeland. God is very close to us precisely at this time of occu-
pation. Furthermore, he understands our suffering like no other because he himself 
underwent these sufferings. He felt them in his own body… Perhaps it is precisely now, 
under the occupation, that we can best understand the mystery of the child driven out 
of Bethlehem.69

Or, in a more vernacular account, a friend reflecting on the pressures of living in Bethlehem 
told me: “You know Rachel’s tomb? I live there. Our house is surrounded on three sides but 
we won’t leave. This is the land in which Jesus was born”.

Conclusion

Palestinian Christians, then, share their ability to narrate widely diverse experiences in a di-
vided land, with reference to a rich repertoire of Christian and Palestinian meanings: canon-
ical, ecclesiastical, communal, sectarian, and, indeed, those drawn from recent Palestinian 
history, such as in the nascent national movement. Narratives of identification, like all mean-
ings, do not reside in a parallel world, but are mediated in this world by their narrators 
and the physical environments in which they are narrated. Thus, to attempt to represent a 
group “identity” without attention to these environments is to risk missing an important 
element in the experience of self in relation to others. For Palestinian Christians, the decisive 
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fragmentation of their homeland is an important part of this experience, not just context to 
it. If we want to grasp something of the diversity of this experience, therefore, it behooves us 
to attend to the creative process of self-narration rather than simply the more obvious, louder 
expressions of Palestinian and Christian identity in the Holy Land: those that are deemed 
by dominant discourses to be inadequately or excessively Palestinian, inadequately or ex-
cessively Christian, or provisional, ambiguous, and, sometimes, apparently contradictory.
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