
Sunday, December 26, 2021L i f e s t y l e Fe a t u r e s

Established 1961 12

Posters of Syria’s President Bashal Al-Assad hang on a building in the
central Syrian town of Al-Qaryatain in the Homs province, next to
buildings damaged during battles in 2015 between the Islamic State
group (IS) and government forces. —AFP photos

Matanios Dalloul, 62, one of the 20 remaining Christian residents of the
central Syrian town of Al-Qaryatain in the Homs province, sits in front of
the fifth-century Syriac Catholic monastery of Mar Elian (Saint Elian),
damaged by the Islamic State group (IS), who seized the town in 2015.

Philippe Azar, 49, one of the 20 remaining Christian residents of the
central Syrian town of Al-Qaryatain in the Homs province, reads by a
small furnace in his ten-room house.

Photo shows a nativity scene created by local residents. —AFP photos Photo shows a nativity scene made with thread and wool and created by local residents. 

Photo shows a nativity scene made with beeswax and created by local residents. 

Inside a Syrian monastery desecrated by
jihadists, Matanios Dalloul stood alone by the
shattered altar where a once-thriving communi-

ty celebrated Christmas before the threat of death
drove them out. The 62-year-old is one of 20
Christians remaining in the central town of Al-
Qaryatain out of the community that boasted 900
members before conflict broke out a decade ago.
Tracing a cross against his body between piles of
broken stone, the lone parishioner prayed for long
life for the remnants of a dwindling community
which has nobody left under the age of 40.

“The holidays need people, they need young
boys and girls, not just piles of stone,” Dalloul told
AFP, gesturing at what remains of the mud brick
walls of the Mar Elian monastery. “It is people who
generate holiday cheer, and if people do not
return, there will be no joy.” The town of Al-
Qaryatain in Homs province was once viewed as a
symbol of coexistence between Christian and
Muslim communities who had lived together for
centuries before jihadists of the Islamic State
group seized the area in 2015.

IS fighters razed the fifth-century Syriac
Catholic monastery of Mar Elian (Saint Elian) and
abducted hundreds of Christians, who were locked
in an underground dungeon in the desert for 25

days before being freed. Six years have passed
since Russian-backed government forces ousted
jihadists from the town but most of the Christians
who fled have not returned and those who remain
have neither a church nor a priest to turn to this
holiday season.

Last Christmas 
“The last time the churches of Al-Qaryatain cele-

brated Christmas was in 2015 before the arrival of
IS,” said Dalloul whose three children have all emi-
grated to Europe or Canada. “Now, there are no
open churches, nor a priest to oversee Christmas
mass,” he said. Dalloul is not alone in his disap-
pointment. Bassam Debbas said he does not have a
single relative left in Syria and will therefore spend
Christmas alone, working in a small workshop
where he produces grape molasses. 

“I don’t have anyone left, not a father, nor a moth-
er, nor siblings, nor a wife... I will spend the holiday
as though it is any other day, any other working
day,” the 61-year-old said. Debbas returned to Al-
Qaryatain this year to resume the family trade of
molasses production from a small workshop where
grapes are fermented and then cooked.

Constant power cuts make the cooking a chal-
lenge but he is trying to maintain bare minimum

production levels despite the odds. Outside his
home, the street is empty. Traces of IS rule are still
visible on the crater-riddled walls of neighboring
buildings, most of which are either leveled or aban-
doned. “The holidays have become completely dif-
ferent since IS arrived and brought sadness into the
hearts of the people,” Debbas said. “IS has gone,
but the sadness remains,” he lamented, the scent of
molasses filling the air around him.

‘Nothing is the same’
Inside Samira Khoury’s home, red rosary beads

hang from a small golden cross placed on a wooden
table. A single red candle is lit beside a portrait of
Jesus and the Virgin Mary. There are no Christmas
decorations. The 68-year-old and her three sisters
were among dozens of Christians kidnapped and
locked up by IS in 2015. “Since that day, happiness
has disappeared completely from our home,” she said,
huddling by a heater. Without relatives or neighbors
to celebrate with, Khoury said “happiness tastes dif-
ferent and the holidays don’t look” the way they used
to. “Nothing is the same,” she said. Feeding a small
stove with fire wood, Phillipe Azar said his Christmas
is once again blighted by the sadness of loss.

“My family has left and my friends are dead,”
said the 49-year-old, who lives alone in a 10-room

house once bustling with relatives. Azar - who
hasn’t put up any Christmas decorations since the
start of Syria’s war in 2011 - said he will spend the
holiday near his heater. He may invite an 80-year-
old friend over for a glass of wine but that is only if
he is in good enough health to come visit. “The
Christmas tree has been packed in a box since
2011,” Azar said. “Who should I put it up for? Why
would I celebrate alone, without my siblings, neigh-
bors and friends?”—AFP

Youth exodus takes joy out of Syria Christmas

Picture shows the damage in a street in the central
Syrian town of Al-Qaryatain in the Homs province.

Dozens of nativity scenes light up the village
of Banovci in northeastern Slovenia, drawing
throngs of visitors every December. This

year, more than 30 homes in the “Christmas village”
near the border with Hungary have created creches
using materials including wood, beeswax, pastry
and rope, displayed on their front porches and
yards. “The point we want to make is that the doors
of our houses here are open, and we want visitors
to enter our yards, see the scenes and meet us,” said
Bojan Leser, who leads tours of the spectacle that
attracts thousands of visitors each year to the vil-
lage of around 200 residents.

“It’s great to see how the whole village comes
together to make the Christmas village... I love these
decorations,” a pensioner in her early sixties from a

town in northwestern Slovenia told AFP while visit-
ing with friends. The idea was born 22 years ago
when Janez Skuhala, who as a child served as an
altar boy at a nearby Salesian church, decided that
he needed more space for the nativity scenes he
had been making every year for his family.

The year after he set up his creche on the front
porch, two other families followed suit, Skuhala told
AFP. In time, most of the village joined in, reaching a
peak in 2019. Because of COVID restrictions, the
villagers are no longer allowed to offer food and
drink to visitors, and participation has declined. But
Skuhala and his neighbors are committed to the tra-
dition. “Everything has stopped, but we persist with
the show, and we will continue, at least as long as I
am here,” Skuhala said. —AFP


