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A volunteer delivers to a member of the Iraqi security forces in the northern
Christian town of Qaraqosh a Christmas gift package. — AFP photos

A volunteer delivers to a resident of Iraq’s northern Christian town of Qaraqosh
a Christmas gift package. 

A woman reads a hand-written personalized Christmas greeting card, one of
many sent from across Iraq and delivered by a group of volunteers to residents
of Iraq’s northern Christian town of Qaraqosh.

It wasn’t Santa on a sleigh, but it was
close: just before dusk on Christmas
Eve, a busload of volunteers pulled

into the Iraqi Christian town of
Qaraqosh to deliver holiday happiness.
Under a pinkish sky, they disembarked
from their charter bus with cardboard
boxes full of Christmas cards, bearing
hand-written messages from across
Muslim-majority Iraq.  “A special greet-
ing to our Christian brothers,” read one
card, signed in the overwhelmingly
Muslim southern port city of Basra the
previous day. 

On foot, members of Iraq’s Tahawer
(Dialogue) initiative and other volun-
teers delivered some 1,400 cards
across the northern town, which was
ravaged by jihadist rule after the
Islamic State group advanced east
across the Nineveh Plains in 2014.  “It’s
a beautiful initiative,” said Rand
Khaled, after receiving a Christmas
card outside the Syriac Catholic
Church of the Immaculate Conception
in Qaraqosh. She was dressed in her
Christmas Eve finest, with a chic
chocolate-coloured coat shielding her
from the cold.

“We need initiatives like this every
once in a while, because people who
don’t know these areas absolutely
should get to know them,” Khaled told
AFP. Iraq’s Christians number around
400,000 today, down from some 1.5
million before the US-led invasion top-
pled longtime dictator Saddam
Hussein in 2003. It is a tiny minority in a

country of 40 million people, most of
whom are Shiite Muslims. 

A special symbol
The cards came from all over Iraq:

from the capital Baghdad and the Shiite
shrine city of Najaf, from mainly Sunni
Arab Salahaddin province in the west
and the Kurdish city of Dohuk in the far
north. They were packed into dozens of
boxes and transported up to 950 kilo-
meters through military checkpoints
before reaching Qaraqosh. “I don’t
know how to describe it,” said Nishwan
Mohammad, Tahawer’s program man-

ager. “People were ecstatic-they never
expected someone to come visit them,
much less bring them letters from all
over Iraq,” he said. 

In addition to the handwritten mes-
sages, each card bore a special hand-
drawn symbol of the province from which
it was sent. Those from Basra-signed by
sheikhs, university students and even
fishmongers-featured the port city’s
emblematic new bridge across the Shatt
al-Arab waterway with Santa and his rein-
deer flying overhead. Those from
Baghdad showed part of the capital’s
much loved Tahrir (Freedom) Monument. 

And the cards from Salahaddin bore
an image of the spiralled Great Mosque
of Samarra, which was designed to look
like the ancient Mesopotamian ziggurat-
but also roughly resembles a Christmas
tree. Pharmacists, tailors, a linen shop
owner and a cellphone salesman were
among the signatories there. 

Since the jihadists of IS were pushed
out of Qaraqosh in 2016, the town has
slowly started to rebuild thanks to fund-
ing by international organizations and
its residents’ own savings. It sees few
visitors, however, which is why the
Christmas Eve delivery was so special.

“After the war that took place in this
province, there was a kind of estrange-
ment among the different communities,”
said Imad Al-Sayer, an activist from the
nearby city of Mosul who helped distrib-
ute the cards. “We’re taking the initia-
tive. God willing, these letters will be
constructive messages that bring posi-
tive changes to the communities of this
province.” — AFP 

A member of the Iraqi Ground Forces Command writes a personalized message
on a Christmas greeting card in Iraq’s southern city of Basra.

A volunteer delivers to a resident of Iraq’s northern Christian town of Qaraqosh
a Christmas gift package.

A fish merchant presents a personalized message on a Christmas greeting card
in Iraq’s southern city of Basra, to be delivered to residents of the northern
Christian town of Qaraqosh. 

Iraqi priests light a fire as they hold Christmas eve mass at the Syriac Catholic Church of the
Immaculate Conception (Al Tahira-l-Kubra), in the predominantly Christian town of Qaraqosh, in
Nineveh province, some 30 kilometers from Mosul.

An Iraqi girl dressed as Santa Claus attends Christmas mass at the Syriac Catholic Church of the
Immaculate Conception in the predominantly Christian town of Qaraqosh.

Iraqi worshippers attend Christmas mass at the Syriac Catholic Church of the Immaculate Conception (Al Tahira-l-Kubra), in the predominantly Christian town of Qaraqosh, in Nineveh province, some 30 kilometers from Mosul. 


