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ABOUT TIP 
The Israel Project (TIP) is a non-profit educational organization that gets facts about Israel and the Middle 
East to press, public officials and the public. The Israel Project is not affiliated with any government or 
government entity.  
 
Our team of trusted Middle East multi-lingual experts and former reporters provides journalists and 
leaders with fact sheets, backgrounders and sources. TIP regularly hosts press briefings featuring leading 
Israeli spokespeople and analysts that give journalists and members of the diplomatic community an 
opportunity to get information and answers to their questions face-to-face. By providing journalists with 
the facts, context and visuals they need, TIP enables hundreds of millions of people around the world to 
see a more positive public face of Israel. This helps protect Israel, reduce anti-Semitism and increase 
pride in Israel. 
 
The Jerusalem Office 
The Israel Project's (TIP) Jerusalem Office is a non-governmental resource working with foreign 
journalists and leaders based in Israel. It provides reporters and members of the diplomatic community 
with needed facts and information before they file their stories and reports. TIP's Jerusalem team features 
several Middle East experts and former journalists. TIP's Israel team, led by Marcus Sheff, includes 
experts who are fluent in English, Hebrew, Arabic, French, German, Farsi and Russian. 
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Director of Communications  
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Communications Associate 
Cell: 972 54-807-9078 
E-mail: sharons@theisraelproject.org  
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Senior Communications Associate 
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Shai Oseran 
Media Tours Coordinator 
Cell: 972 54-803-3471 
E-mail: shaio@theisraelproject.org  

Michal Shmulovich 
Research and Content Associate 
Cell: 972 54-807-9522 
E-mail: michals@theisraelproject.org  

Stephane Cohen 
Communications Associate - Leaders 
Cell: 972 54-807-0423 
E-mail: stephanec@theisraelproject.org 

Arik Agassi 
Communications Specialist - Tours, Events 
Cell: 972 54-551-7376 
E-mail: arika@theisraelproject.org 

Dor Kaidar 
Communications Associate ï Media 
Cell: 972 54-7004812 
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Paul Shindman 
Research and Content Associate 
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¶ Israel has maintained free and open access to all religious sites for all religions. 

¶ All religions are protected in Israel.   

¶ Under Israeli control, there has been unprecedented access and freedom of worship for 

Christians, Muslims, Jews and all religions to visit and pray at holy sites in Jerusalem. 

¶ In 2010, about two-million Christians were estimated to have visited or made pilgrimage to 

Israel, primarily to Jerusalem during Christmas.  

o Israel opened and eased border crossings for pilgrims in order to facilitate easy travel 

between Nazareth (in Israel proper), Jerusalem, and Bethlehem (in the West Bank). 

¶ ñPractically the only place in the region where the Christian population is growing is in Israel," 

reported The New York Post in December 2009. 

¶ "The fact is that the only place in the Middle East that Christians are really safe is Israel,ò 

Reverend Canon Andrew White, the "Vicar of Baghdad," told The Israel Project in December 

2010. 

Freedom of worship in Israel 

Protecting All Religions: Quotes by Israeli Leaders 

ñTo our Arab neighbors we extend, also at this hour - and with added emphasis at this hour - our hand in 
peace. And to our Christian and Muslim fellow citizens, we solemnly promise full religious freedom and 
rights. We did not come to Jerusalem for the sake of other peoples' Holy Places, and not to interfere with 
the adherents of other faiths, but in order to safeguard its entirety, and to live there together with others, 
in unity.ò

1
 -- Israeli Defense Minister Moshe Dayan at the Western Wall when Israel took control of 

Jerusalem on June 7, 1967. 
 
"Israeli law does not discriminate between Jews, Muslims, and Christians or between eastern and 
western Jerusalem." -- Jerusalem Mayor Nir Barkat, 2009. 
 
ñIsrael plans to invest significant amounts in infrastructure that will increase the accessibility of holy sites 
to all worshipers. By doing so it aims to honor and allow freedom of worship to all, irrespective of their 
faith, and protect the holy sites. -- Israeli President Shimon Peres, when he met with U.N. Special 

Coordinator Robert Serry, 2010. 

 
 
Israel grants full social and political equality, regardless of religion.  
 
Israel's Basic Law on Human Dignity and Liberty (Basic Law) provides freedom of religion. The Basic Law 
refers to the "Declaration of the Establishment of the State of Israel, which explicitly provides for the 
protection of religious freedom,"

2
 according to the U.S. State Department's International Religious 

Freedom Report 2010.  
 

                                                           
1
 ñStatement at the Western Wall by Defense Minister Dayan, 7 June 1967,ò Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Foreign+Relations/Israels+Foreign+Relations+since+1947/1947-
1974/11+Statement+at+the+Western+Wall+by+Defence+Minist.htm  
2
 U.S. Department of State, Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor, ñInternational Religious Freedom Report 2010ò 

http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2010/148825.htm Retrieved 05 December 2010 

http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Foreign+Relations/Israels+Foreign+Relations+since+1947/1947-1974/11+Statement+at+the+Western+Wall+by+Defence+Minist.htm
http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Foreign+Relations/Israels+Foreign+Relations+since+1947/1947-1974/11+Statement+at+the+Western+Wall+by+Defence+Minist.htm
http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2010/148825.htm
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"In addition, numerous Israel Supreme Court rulings incorporate the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, including their religious freedom 
provisions, into the country's body of law," the report added.   
 
Access to holy sites is protected and guaranteed for all. Based on the U.N. General Assembly Resolution 
194

3
, which called for free access to all of Israel's holy places, Israel maintains openness with relation to 

minority rights and access to sacred holy sites.  
 

Israel Ensures Freedom to Worship 
 
Israel long ago put into place comprehensive laws protecting all such sites and ensuring access for 
people of all religions.

4
 Israeli law mandates that all people, regardless of religious affiliation, have the 

right to visit all holy places within Israel.
5
  

In 2008, about three-million tourists visited Israel; of those, two million were Christians.
6
 In 2010, some 

two-million Christians visited Israel again. 

                                                           
3
 United Nations General Assembley, http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/3/ares3.htm  

4
 ñProtection of Holy Places Law,ò Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs, June 30, 1998, 

http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Peace+Process/Guide+to+the+Peace+Process/Protection+of+Holy+Places+Law.htm 
5
 ñGeneral Assembly, Forty-Third Session, Item 77: Report of the Special Committee to Investigate Israeli Practices Affecting the 

Human Rights of the Population of the Occupied Territories,ò United Nations ï General Assembly Security Council, April 19, 1988, 
http://unispal.un.org/unispal.nsf/9a798adbf322aff38525617b006d88d7/a1b9291f9d85af4385256b5d00563aaf/$FILE/a43_904.pdf 
6
 Israel Ministry of Tourism communiqu®, Jan. 21, 2009; Rosenblum, Irit, ñNew Israeli tourism initiative calls on Christian pilgrims to 

pedal the Nazareth - Jerusalem route,ò Haaretz, Jan. 22, 2009 http://www.haaretz.com/hasen/spages/1057380.html 

http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/3/ares3.htm
http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Peace+Process/Guide+to+the+Peace+Process/Protection+of+Holy+Places+Law.htm
http://www.haaretz.com/hasen/spages/1057380.html
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To ensure the protection of all holy sites, the Knesset (Israeli parliament) enacted the Protection of Holy 
Places Law of 1967 to ensure that anyone who vandalizes a holy site would suffer legal consequences.  
 
Israelôs Prime Minister Levi Eshkol stated:  
 

ñIt is my pleasure to inform you that the Holy Places in Jerusalem are now open to all who wish to 
worship at them - members of all faiths, without discrimination. The Government of Israel has 
made it a cardinal principle of its policy to preserve the Holy Places, to ensure their religious and 
universal character, and to guarantee free access.ò

7
 

 
Additionally, the Israeli-Palestinian Interim Agreement on the West Bank and the Gaza Strip (also known 
as Oslo II), signed in September 1995, explicitly states that ñeach side undertakes upon itself to respect 
sites in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip which are regarded as holy, or which hold archaeological 
value.ò

8
  

 
Jordanian and Palestinian Desecration of Holy Sites before 1967 

 
During the Israeli War of Independence of 1948-9, the Jordanian Arab Legion besieged the Old City of 
Jerusalem, defeated the Jewish forces and expelled the 1,200 residents of the Jewish Quarter in May 
1948.

9
 From 1948-67, when Jordan controlled East Jerusalem and the West Bank, 58 synagogues in the 

Old Cityôs Jewish quarter were demolished or desecrated. Harsh restrictions were placed on access to 
Jerusalemôs holy sites. Jewish residents of Israel were barred from visiting holy sites and access for 
Israeli Christians was severely limited.

10
  

Roughly 38,000 Jewish tombstones on the Mount of Olives, a Jewish cemetery just east of the Old City, 
were destroyed. Some of the tombstones were used to build fences and latrine floors for the Jordanian 
army, as well as to pave roads. Gravestones more than a thousand years old were destroyed.

11
  

The Jordanian government denied Israeli Jews access to the Western Wall of the ancient Jewish Temple, 
Judaismôs holiest site, because of its proximity to mosques built on the Temple Mount. Jews also were 
barred from other holy sites including the tombs of the prophet Samuel and Rabbi Shimon Hatzadik in 
Jerusalem; the tomb of Rachel located between Jerusalem and Bethlehem; and the Cave of the 
Patriarchs in Hebron.

12
 
 

The desecration continued under Palestinian control of West Bank holy sites ï despite formal agreements 
and the Oslo peace process framework.

13
 For example, in 2002 during an Israel Defense Forces (IDF) 

                                                           
7
 Protection of Holy Places Law, 1967, Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs, June 27 1967,  

http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Foreign+Relations/Israels+Foreign+Relations+since+1947/1947-
1974/14+Protection+of+Holy+Places+Law.htm  
8
 ñIsraeli-Palestinian Interim Agreement on the West Bank and the Gaza Strip,ò Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Sept. 28, 1995, 

http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Peace+Process/Guide+to+the+Peace+Process/THE+ISRAELI-
PALESTINIAN+INTERIM+AGREEMENT.htm 
9
 Morris, Benny, ñ1948: The First Arab Israeli War,ò Yale University Press 2008, p.219 

10
 Jordanian Annexation of West Bank, Resolution Adopted by the House of Deputies, Amman, 24 April 1950,ò Israeli Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Foreign+Relations/Israels+Foreign+Relations+since+1947/1947-
1974/10+Jordanian+Annexation+of+West+Bank-+Resolution+A.htm 
11

 Shragai, Nadav, ñThe Mount of Olives in Jerusalem,ò Jerusalem Viewpoints (JCPA), July-August 2009, 
http://www.jcpa.org/JCPA/Templates/ShowPage.asp?DBID=1&LNGID=1&TMID=111&FID=443&PID=0&IID=3052; Jordanian 
Annexation of West Bank, Resolution Adopted by the House of Deputies, Amman, 24 April, 1950,ò Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Foreign+Relations/Israels+Foreign+Relations+since+1947/1947-
1974/10+Jordanian+Annexation+of+West+Bank-+Resolution+A.htm 
12

 Gilbert, Martin, ñJerusalem: A Tale of One City,ò The New Republic, Nov. 14, 1994  
13

 Shragai, Nadav, ñThe Palestinian Authority and the Jewish Holy Sites in the West Bank: Rachel's Tomb as a Test Case,ò 
Jerusalem Center for Public Affairs, Dec. 2, 2007, 
http://www.jcpa.org/JCPA/Templates/ShowPage.asp?DBID=1&LNGID=1&TMID=111&FID=443&PID=0&IID=1923; ñIsraeli-

http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Foreign+Relations/Israels+Foreign+Relations+since+1947/1947-1974/14+Protection+of+Holy+Places+Law.htm
http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Foreign+Relations/Israels+Foreign+Relations+since+1947/1947-1974/14+Protection+of+Holy+Places+Law.htm
http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Peace+Process/Guide+to+the+Peace+Process/THE+ISRAELI-PALESTINIAN+INTERIM+AGREEMENT.htm
http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Peace+Process/Guide+to+the+Peace+Process/THE+ISRAELI-PALESTINIAN+INTERIM+AGREEMENT.htm
http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Foreign+Relations/Israels+Foreign+Relations+since+1947/1947-1974/10+Jordanian+Annexation+of+West+Bank-+Resolution+A.htm
http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Foreign+Relations/Israels+Foreign+Relations+since+1947/1947-1974/10+Jordanian+Annexation+of+West+Bank-+Resolution+A.htm
http://www.jcpa.org/JCPA/Templates/ShowPage.asp?DBID=1&LNGID=1&TMID=111&FID=443&PID=0&IID=3052
http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Foreign+Relations/Israels+Foreign+Relations+since+1947/1947-1974/10+Jordanian+Annexation+of+West+Bank-+Resolution+A.htm
http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Foreign+Relations/Israels+Foreign+Relations+since+1947/1947-1974/10+Jordanian+Annexation+of+West+Bank-+Resolution+A.htm
http://www.jcpa.org/JCPA/Templates/ShowPage.asp?DBID=1&LNGID=1&TMID=111&FID=443&PID=0&IID=1923
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counterterrorism operation in Bethlehem, dozens of armed Palestinian militants took over the Church of 
the Nativity, trapping about 60 clergy.

14
 Other examples include: 

¶ In 1996, Islamic clerics converted two underground buildings from the Second Temple period into 
mosquesðeven though 
they had never been 
mosques and didnôt 
seek permission to do 
so.

15
  

¶ In 1999 the Waqf 
(Islamic religious 
authority) opened 
another exit to the 
Dome of the Rock 
mosque on the Temple 
Mount, carting away 
thousands of tons of 
earth full of artefacts 
and dumping the 
material in the Kidron 
Valley. This was done 
without consultation or 
notification of any kind. 
Archaeologists moved 
nearly 70 truckloads of 
rubble from the Kidron 
Valley dump site to 
Emek Zurim National 
Park. 

¶ The former head of the 
Israeli Antiquities 
Authority called the 
removal and dumping of 
these artefacts ñan 
unprecedented 
archaeological crime.ò

16
 

¶ In April 2005, after 
years of sifting through 
the rubble, the team 

found a series of relics 
dating back to the First 
and Second Temples in 
Jerusalem. These were the first discoveries of their kind, because the Waqf forbids 
archaeological excavation on the Temple Mount.

17
  

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Palestinian Interim Agreement on the West Bank and the Gaza Strip,ò Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Sept. 28, 1995, 
http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Peace+Process/Guide+to+the+Peace+Process/THE+ISRAELI-
PALESTINIAN+INTERIM+AGREEMENT.htm 
14

 ñChronology of the Siege,ò PBS, April 1, 2002, http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/siege/etc/cron.html; Myre, Greg, 
ñMilitants Briefly Take Over Bethlehem Building,ò The New York Times, Dec. 20, 2005, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/12/20/international/middleeast/20cnd-bethlehem.html 
15

 Ami-El, Mark, "The Destruction of the Temple Mount Antiquities," JCPA, Aug. 1, 2002; Lefkovits, Etgar, "Temple Mount relics 
saved from garbage," The Jerusalem Post, April 15, 2005, http://www.jcpa.org/jl/vp483.htm 
16

 Ibid. 
17

 Ibid. 

Israel is home to many faiths. 

http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Peace+Process/Guide+to+the+Peace+Process/THE+ISRAELI-PALESTINIAN+INTERIM+AGREEMENT.htm
http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Peace+Process/Guide+to+the+Peace+Process/THE+ISRAELI-PALESTINIAN+INTERIM+AGREEMENT.htm
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/siege/etc/cron.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/12/20/international/middleeast/20cnd-bethlehem.html
http://www.jcpa.org/jl/vp483.htm
http://www.jcpa.org/jl/vp483.htm
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Christians in the Middle East ï A Shrinking Minority 
 
There is no accurate figure for the number of Christians in the Middle East. Census data is difficult to 
obtain; some countries simply do not conduct a census, others are accused of issuing inaccurate 
statistics. However, there are many anecdotal reports that suggest the status of the Christian minority is 
not only in decline but its very existence is threatened. 
 
In many Middle Eastern states Christians are the largest non-Muslim minority.

18
 Reports compiled by 

government and charitable organizations alike
19

 suggest that while theoretically receiving religious 
freedom, they instead suffer persecution. Today, it seems more likely that óMiddle Easternô Christians will 
be found seeking refuge in another country than in their native homeland.

20
 

 
It is thought that half of the 800,000 Christians in Iraq before the second Gulf War have left the country, 
including thousands who fled following terrorist attacks in 2010 that targeted Christian communities in 
Baghdad. The Christians of Iran, Somalia, Yemen and elsewhere report societal inequalities, legal 
discrimination and physical attacks. 
 
ñIn the past two decades the Muslims of northern Sudan have murdered two million Christians in the 
south. Many of them were even crucified,ò according to International Christian Embassy Jerusalem 
Executive Director, Malcolm Hedding.

21
 

 
It is argued by some that the only growing Christian community in the Middle East is in Israel. From the 
point of view of persecution, Israel is seen by senior clerics as a safe haven. 
 
ñThe fact is that the only place in the Middle East that Christians are really safe is Israel,ò the Vicar of St 
Georgeôs Church in Baghdad, Canon Andrew White, told The Israel Project. White is also the president of 
the Foundation for Relief and Reconciliation in the Middle East. 
 
Christian Population Shrinking in West Bank and Gaza 
 
Christians say their dwindling numbers are turning churches from places of worship into museums.

22
 

Today there are around 50,000 Christians in the West Bank and just 1,000 in Gaza
23

, making up 2.2 
percent of the total population in the Palestinian Authority (PA). There is a steady trickle of Christians 
leaving the areas of traditional heritage because of security concerns and economic factors.  
 
Thirty-five percent of the Christian population in the West Bank emigrated between 1967 and 1992 (45 
percent to the United States), according to a survey conducted in 1992 by Bernard Sabella of Bethlehem 
University.

24
 After a brief halt because of hopes for a peace settlement following the Oslo Accords in 

1993, large-scale emigration resumed in 1997.
25

 

                                                           
18

 Naby, Eden and Choksy, Jamsheed K. ñThe End of Christianity in the Middle East?ò Foreign Policy 2 November 2010 
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2010/11/02/the_end_of_christianity_in_the_middle_east?print=yes&hidecomments=yes&page
=full Retrieved 02 December 2010 
19

 U.S. State Department [and its Annual Report on International Freedom], U.S. Commission for International Religious Freedom, 
OpenDoorUSA 
20

 Wooden, Cindy ñSynod members discuss threats to Christian survival in Middle Eastò Catholic News Service 13 October 2010 
http://www.malankaraexarchate.com/?p=62 Retrieved 02 December 2010 
21

 Hedding, Malcolm, ñThe mote in the eye of Israel,ò Mail & Guardian, Dec. 1, 2010, http://www.mg.co.za/article/2010-12-01-letters-
to-the-editor-november-26-2010  
22

 Perry, Tom ñIn Holy Land, Christians a community in declineò Reuters 20 October 2010 
http://www.reuters.com/article/idUSTRE69J3KK20101020 Retrieved 01 December 2010 
23

 U.S. State Department, Bureau of Public Affairs, Human Rights and Labor, International Religious Freedom Report 2010 
24

 Tsimhoni, Daphne ñIsrael and the Territories ï Disappearing Christians of the Middle Eastò Middle East Quarterly Winter 2001 Vol 
VIII No. 1, pp. 31-42 
25

 Ibid. 

http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2010/11/02/the_end_of_christianity_in_the_middle_east?print=yes&hidecomments=yes&page=full
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2010/11/02/the_end_of_christianity_in_the_middle_east?print=yes&hidecomments=yes&page=full
http://www.malankaraexarchate.com/?p=62
http://www.mg.co.za/article/2010-12-01-letters-to-the-editor-november-26-2010
http://www.mg.co.za/article/2010-12-01-letters-to-the-editor-november-26-2010
http://www.reuters.com/article/idUSTRE69J3KK20101020
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There is no PA ratified constitution, but the basic law 
on which it operates declares that Islam is the official 
religion. Principles of Shariôa are the main source of 
legislation, which ñprovides for freedom of belief and 
worshipò.

26
 However, there are many criticisms that 

the PA does not take sufficient action to prevent 
harassment, intimidation, and attacks against the 
Christian residents of those areas under its control.

27
 

 
Many Christians in Bethlehem, and the adjoining 
Christian towns of Beit Sahour and Beit Jalla, have 
repeatedly complained that Muslims have been 
seizing their lands either by force or through forged 
documents.

28
 During the second intifada in 2000, Beit 

Jalla was used as a base for armed attacks on the 
Jewish neighborhood of Gilo.

29
 

 

It is widely believed that Palestinian Christians are afraid to report abuses to the authorities.
30

 Terrorist 
incitement against Israel and the Christian West worsen Palestinian tensions with their dwindling 
Christian minority in the West Bank and Gaza. Islamists threaten Christian organizations, such as the 
Palestinian Bible Society and the YMCA, which operate in the West Bank and Gaza. 
 
ñNever in Palestinian history did we feel endangered until now,ò said Archimandrite Artemios, head priest 
of Greek Orthodox Church St. Porphyrius in Gaza.

31
 

 
 
Christian Tourism in Israel 
 
Israel continues to promote ease of access to holy sites for Christian pilgrims, particularly during the 
Christmas and Easter holidays. Tourist packages that promote religious-themed visits are readily 
available.   
 
During the holiday season, "Surging crowds are sometimes so dense that Israel needs to introduce one-
way streets for pedestrians," Father George Kraj told The Guardian on Nov. 12, 2010. 
 
ñFor Christian travelers to Israel, the single greatest comment heard is the spiritual change that they 
experience,ò Haim Gutin, Israelôs Commissioner for Tourism in North and South America said in a news 
release.  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
26

 U.S. State Department, Bureau of Public Affairs, Human Rights and Labor, International Religious Freedom Report 2010 
27

 Ibid. 
28

 Toameh, Khaled Abu ñThe Beleaguered Christians in Bethlehemò Hudson New York 12 May 2009 http://www.hudson-
ny.org/501/the-beleaguered-christians-in-bethlehem Retrieved 01 December 2010 
29

 StandWithUs 03 July 2003 http://www.internationalwallofprayer.org/A-199-Crisis-Facing-the-Christian-Communities-in-Arab-
Lands.html Retrieved 01 December 2010 
30

 Ed. Marshall, Paul A. , Palestinian Territories in: ñReligious Freedom in the Worldò ( Center for Religious Freedom at the Hudson 
Institute : 2008 ) 
31

 Williams, Daniel ñôEndangeredô Gaza Christians Mull Flight Amid Deaths, Firebombsò 25 February 2008 
http://www.bloomberg.com/apps/news?pid=newsarchive&sid=aC7P93EMyb1Q&refer=home Retrieved 01 December 2010 

Bethlehem (The Israel Project) 

http://www.hudson-ny.org/501/the-beleaguered-christians-in-bethlehem
http://www.hudson-ny.org/501/the-beleaguered-christians-in-bethlehem
http://www.internationalwallofprayer.org/A-199-Crisis-Facing-the-Christian-Communities-in-Arab-Lands.html
http://www.internationalwallofprayer.org/A-199-Crisis-Facing-the-Christian-Communities-in-Arab-Lands.html
http://www.bloomberg.com/apps/news?pid=newsarchive&sid=aC7P93EMyb1Q&refer=home
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Public officials and religious 

leaders celebrate Israelôs 

opening of Qasr al-Yahud for 

visits by pilgrims and tourists. 

The site is believed to be the 

place where John the Baptist 

baptized Jesus. It is also 

considered to be the place 

where the Israelites crossed 

the Jordan River into biblical 

Canaan. 

 

 
Religious Tourism and Israeli-Palestinian Cooperation  
 
 
An important area of cooperation between Israelis and Palestinians is tourism. Ease of access for group 
tours through the border crossings and coordination has improved, particularly for holy sites in Israel 
(such as Jerusalem and Nazareth) and the West Bank (such as Bethlehem, Jericho and Nablus).   
 
During the Christmas-holiday period in 2010, an estimated 2.4 million Christians visited Israel and the 
West Bank. In 2010, 1.7 million foreign tourists (not including Israeli Arabs) visited Bethlehem and 
Jericho ï a record-breaking number since the second intifada, according to the Palestinian Hotel 
Association. During the holiday period, Israelôs Tourism Ministry arranged free shuttles for pilgrims 
between the various cities. They eased access for foreign tourists to enhance their visitor and religious 
experiences. 
 
 
 
 
 

During Easter in 2011, Israel facilitated the visit of about 3,000 pilgrims to visit Qasr al-Yahud baptism site 
in the West Bank. Widely considered the location where Jesus was baptized by John the Baptist, Israelôs 
Ministry of Tourism invested thousands of shekels to renovate the site and create proper facilities for the 
pilgrims.

32
   

 
Starting in August 2010, Israel and the PA cooperated to allow tour guides from Israel to take groups to 
Bethlehem and Jericho as a result of the better security situation.

33
 This represented a loosening of 

security policy between the West Bank and Israel. There are also Palestinian tour guides who operate in 
Israel. All the crossings around Bethlehem were open in 2010. 
 
Trade unions and associations that represent tour guides from both regions cooperate to improve the 
quality of tourism. For example, there is coordination between the Israeli and Palestinian Ministries of 
Tourism to offer a joint óHoly Landô package that includes Jerusalem and Bethlehem.  
 
Israel gave West Bank Palestinians 100,600 religious prayer permits to enter Israel in the first seven 
months of 2011, officials told The Israel Project. 
 
 
 

                                                           
32

 http://idfspokesperson.com/2011/04/24/qasr-al-yahud-easter-baptism-ceremony-assisted-by-idf-civil-administration/  
33

 http://www.alarabiya.net/articles/2010/08/23/117360.html  

http://idfspokesperson.com/2011/04/24/qasr-al-yahud-easter-baptism-ceremony-assisted-by-idf-civil-administration/
http://www.alarabiya.net/articles/2010/08/23/117360.html
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Christians 
 
Israel is considered by a majority of Christians to be a safe-haven for themselves and members of all 
faiths. Many Muslims, Jews, and Christians visit all of Israel's many holy sites.   
 

 

 
 ñPractically the only place in the region where the Christian 

population is growing is in Israel," reported The New York Post in December 2009.
34

  
 
ñChristians are a shrinking minority in most countries of the Middle East today. The exception is Israel 
where the Christian community has multiplied several times over since 1949," said Geoffrey Smith, former 
Director of the Christian Friends of Israel- UK

35
.  

 
"As Christians we share a common narrative with the Jewish people despite differences of theology.ò 
 
ñTwo-thirds of native Arab Christians fled the 
Palestinian areas in the past six decades....Israel is 
the only country in the Middle East whose Christian 
population has grown in the past half-century,ò

36
 

according to the South African Mail & Guardian.  
 
Israel's Growing Christian Population 
 
Christians constitute about 2 percent of Israel's 
overall population, and their number is steadily 
growing. By the end of 2009, 151,700 Christians 
lived in Israel

37
ðconstituting a 0.6 percent increase 

from the previous year.  
 
In 1995, Israel's Christian population was 
120,300. Israel's Christian population has grown 
some 26 percent since then.   
 
Most Christians in Israel are of Arab descent. 

                                                           
34

 Avni, Benny ñChristians flee Muslim pressureò NY Post, 23 December 2009 
http://www.nypost.com/p/news/opinion/opedcolumnists/bethlehem_exodus_jH6iVNuarsPLBceXPzHO6I Retrieved 05 December 
2010 
35

 See Christian Friends of Israel http://www.cfi.org.uk/index.php 
36

 Mail & Guardian, ñLetters to the Editor: November 26 2010ò Last updated 06 December 2010, http://www.mg.co.za/article/2010-
12-01-letters-to-the-editor-november-26-2010 Retrieved 06 December 2010 
37

 Statistical Abstract of Israel 2010, Central Bureau of Statistics, 
http://www1.cbs.gov.il/reader/shnaton/templ_shnaton_e.html?num_tab=st02_06x&CYear=2010 

"The fact is that the only place in the Middle East that 

Christians are really safe is Israel,ò Reverend Canon Andrew 

White, the "Vicar of Baghdad," told TIP.  

White (left) is vicar of Iraq's sole Anglican Church in Iraq, St. 

George's, and chief executive of the Foundation for Relief and 

Reconciliation in the Middle East. 

Pope Benedict XVI at Jerusalemôs Church of the Holy Sepulcher. 

(Israel Government Press Office). The Pope reaffirmed his warm 

feelings for the country during his visit in 2009. He said that the  

Children of Israel, the Jews, remain the ñfathers in faithò for all 

Christians. 

http://www.nypost.com/p/news/opinion/opedcolumnists/bethlehem_exodus_jH6iVNuarsPLBceXPzHO6I
http://www.cfi.org.uk/index.php
http://www.mg.co.za/article/2010-12-01-letters-to-the-editor-november-26-2010
http://www.mg.co.za/article/2010-12-01-letters-to-the-editor-november-26-2010
http://www1.cbs.gov.il/reader/shnaton/templ_shnaton_e.html?num_tab=st02_06x&CYear=2010
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Many others came from the former Soviet Union and immigrated to Israel with a Jewish relative.
38

 Ten 
percent of the Israeli Christians live in the Jerusalem district and 60 percent live in the north of the 
country.  
 
The majority belong to different churches affiliated with Eastern Orthodox Churches (such as the Russian 
and Armenian Orthodox Churches), with dozens of other churches represented including Greek 
Orthodox, Roman Catholic, Ethiopian Orthodox, Maronite and various Protestant churches.  
 
Catholicism 
 
Below are a few of the holy sites that are famous in the Catholic tradition: 
 
  
 

 
 
Along the Sea of Galilee is Capernaum, home of 
St. Peter. Here Jesus selected his first disciples 
and performed several miracles.  
 
Nestled in the hills overlooking the village is the 
Byzantine church of the Mount of Beatitudes 
(right), on the spot where Jesus delivered his 
Sermon on the Mount. 

  
Nazareth is where Jesus spent his formative 
years. The cityôs Church of the Annunciation is the 
largest church in the Middle East. Some believe it 
is where the Archangel Gabriel told Mary she 
would conceive.  
 
Other important Christian sites in Nazareth include 
the Synagogue Church, Mensa Christi, Our Lady 
of the Fright, St. Gabrielôs and St. Joseph's 
Carpentry. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
Qasr Al-Yahud (left), Jesusô baptismal site, lies in 
the Jordan Valley some 40 minutes away from 
Jerusalem, close to Jericho. The site is one of 
several claiming to be the location where John 
baptized Jesus. In addition to the River Jordan 
visitors can also visit the remains of several 
churches dating back to the 5

th
 Century.  

 

 

                                                           
38

 Bassok, Moti ñCentral Bureau of Statistics: 2.1% of stateôs population is Christianò HaAretz 25 December 2007 
http://www.haaretz.com/news/central-bureau-of-statistics-2-1-of-state-s-population-is-christian-1.235862 Retrieved 05 December 
2010 

http://www.haaretz.com/news/central-bureau-of-statistics-2-1-of-state-s-population-is-christian-1.235862
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Old City of Jerusalem 
 
Many of the holiest sites for Christians, Muslims and Jews located in and around Jerusalemôs Old City, 
which is divided into four quarters: Jewish, Christian, Muslim and Armenian. The current walls of the Old 
City date from the Ottoman Empire in the 16

th
 century, and were built by Suleiman the Magnificent.

39
 Sites 

of note include the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, the Temple Mount, the Dome of the Rock, the al-Aqsa 
Mosque, and St. James Cathedral.  

 
Armenian Christians  
 
The Armenian Patriarchate of Jerusalem heads the Armenian community in Israel. There are over 2,000 
Armenian Christians in Israel today. Many of them live near the St. James Monastery in the Armenian 
Quarter of Jerusalemôs Old City. The church serves as a reminder of the continued presence of Armenian 
Christians in Israel.  
  
 
  

                                                           
39

 ñThe Old City Walls,ò Jerusalem.com, http://www.jerusalem.com/article_628/The-Old-City-Walls, accessed on June 17, 2009 

The Armenian Quarter in Jerusalemôs Old City houses the famed St. James Cathedral.  
(Claudius Prosser) 

http://www.jerusalem.com/article_628/The-Old-City-Walls
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Church of the Holy Sepulcher  
 
One of the holiest sites in all of Christianity is the tomb of 
Jesus, located within the Church of the Holy Sepulcher. 
The church was built around the tomb by Roman 
Emperor Constantine.

40
 It is also known as the Church of 

the Resurrection. 

The Church is home to Eastern Orthodox Christians, 
Oriental Orthodox Christiansðcomprised of Coptic 
Christians, Ethiopian Christians, Armenian Apostolic 
churches and othersðand Roman Catholics.  
 
Many Christians believe it to be the site of the crucifixion, 
burial and resurrection of Jesus. Located within the walls 
of Jerusalemôs Old City, the current structure dates back 
1,000 years, although the original church was constructed during the 4

th
 Century.  

 
The site of Jesus' crucifixion is believed to be the area identified as Calvary within the Church of the Holy 
Sepulcher. According to the New Testament (Matthew 27:32-55), Jesus was crucified at "a place called 
Golgotha (which means The Place of the Skull)" between two thieves. After about three hours of suffering 
and mocking, Jesus "gave up his spirit."  
 
Like The Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem, the Church of the Holy Sepulcher includes several places 
of worship within the one compound. Control of the complex is shared between several Christian entities. 
Local guides recount stories to visitors about custodianship over the church as well as key-sharing 
arrangements that have been in place for years, even centuries, between the parties. 
 

 
 
 
 
  

                                                           
40

 ñArchaeological Sites in Israel - The Church of the Holy Sepulcher,ò Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs, July 29, 1998, 
http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/History/Early%20History%20-%20Archaeology/Archaeological%20Sites%20in%20Israel%20-
%20The%20Church%20of%20the; Gonen, Rivka (2000), Biblical Holy Places: An Illustrated Guide, Jerusalem: Paulist Press, p. 
129. 

Above: View of the roof of the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, 
Jerusalem (David Katz).  
 
Right: The Aedicule at the Church of the Holy Sepulcherðone of 
the holiest sites in Christianity (David Katz). 

Members of the Roman Catholic Order of the Holy 
Sepulcher (David Katz). 

http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/History/Early%20History%20-%20Archaeology/Archaeological%20Sites%20in%20Israel%20-%20The%20Church%20of%20the
http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/History/Early%20History%20-%20Archaeology/Archaeological%20Sites%20in%20Israel%20-%20The%20Church%20of%20the
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St. Georgeôs Monastery,Wadi Kelt. (The Israel Project) 

Greek Orthodox Patriarchate 
 
The Church of the Holy Sepulcher serves as the 
headquarters of the Greek Orthodox Patriarch of 
Jerusalem. The Greek Orthodox Patriarchate is part of 
the Eastern Orthodox Church. The Greek Orthodox 
Patriarchate has about 130,000 followers under 
Patriarch Theophilos III who was elected in 2005.

41
   

 
Greek Orthodox Christians have maintained the 
Byzantine traditions and have preserved Greek as their 
liturgical language.  
 
 

Monastery of St. George 
 
In coordination with the Greek Orthodox 
Church, Israel unveiled a new road in November 
2010 that grants easy access to the 5

th
 Century 

St. George Monastery (left), which is carved into 
cliffs of the Judean Desert. 
 
Located some 12 miles east of Jerusalem in 
Wadi Kelt the Byzantine monastery is one of the 
oldest in the region, with spectacular rock 
drawings from the fifth and sixth centuries. 
 
 

 
Protestantism 
 
According to the Protestant tradition, the Garden Tomb (right), 
also known as Gordonôs Cavalry, may be the site of Jesusô burial 
and resurrection. It is believed by many to be the garden and 
sepulcher of Joseph of Arimatheaðand therefore a possible site 
of the resurrection of Jesusðin the Protestant faith.

42
  

It is a rock-cut tomb located right outside the city walls, close to 
Damascus Gate. The site holds a cistern and stables. 
 
Despite archaeological debates about the tomb being the site of 
Jesusô burial, it has become a major Protestant pilgrimage 
destination.  
 
  

                                                           
41

 http://www.cnewa.us/default.aspx?ID=16&pagetypeID=9&sitecode=US&pageno=3  
42

 ñThe Garden Tomb,ò Garden Tomb (Jerusalem) Association, http://www.gardentomb.com/information.php, accessed Feb. 17, 
2010 

A member of the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate kneeling on the 
Stone of Anointing in the Church of the Holy Sepulcher  
David Katz).  

http://www.cnewa.us/default.aspx?ID=16&pagetypeID=9&sitecode=US&pageno=3
http://www.gardentomb.com/information.php
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Ethiopian Christians  
 
The Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo 
Church is distinct from the Ethiopian 
Catholic Church. 
 
The Ethiopian Orthodox Church believes 
in the óonenessô or óunifiedô nature of 
Jesus Christ, hence the word óTewahado,ô 
which means oneness in Geôez. The term 
is a cognate for the Arabic word ótawhid,ô 
or unity. 
 
Deir Sultan Monastery, the Ethiopian 
Orthodox Church in Jerusalem, sits atop 
the Holy Sepulcher.

43
  

 
The name Deir Sultan reflects back to the 
1500s when the Ottoman Sultans Selim I 
and Suleiman created edicts for 
Jerusalemôs Christian leaders and 
protocols for Christian claims to 
Jerusalemôs holy places. 
 
A rather modest rooftop church, Deir 
Sultan is an important testament to 
Ethiopian Christian presence in 
Jerusalem for some 1,500 years.  
 
The Ethiopian Orthodox Church 
sometimes had to fight for its presence in 
Jerusalemðparticularly amid shifts in 
power among rulers of the city.  
 
  
 
 
  

                                                           
43

 http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/MFAArchive/2000_2009/2003/9/Africa%20in%20Jerusalem%20-%20The%20Ethiopian%20Church  

Top: The Ethiopian Chapel in the Holy Sepulcher, 
Jerusalem (David Katz). 

Right: Deir Sultan Monastery, Jerusalem  
(David Katz). 

http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/MFAArchive/2000_2009/2003/9/Africa%20in%20Jerusalem%20-%20The%20Ethiopian%20Church
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Coptic Christians 

Coptic Christians live and worship in Israel freely. There are some 1,000 Orthodox Coptic Christians 
followers who live in Jerusalem, Bethlehem and Nazareth.

44
 There are Orthodox Copts as well as Coptic 

Catholics in Israel. They are native Egyptian Christians and constitute a major ethnic-religious minority in 
Egypt today. In fact, they are the largest Christian minority in the Middle East.  

After parliamentary elections took place in Egypt at the end of November 2011, Coptic Christians are 
concerned ñthat their limited rights will come under greater threat,ò Voice of America reported.

45
  

Coptic Christians in Egypt have come under attack by radical Islamic groups, claiming they are 
discriminated against and remain oppressed by the Muslim majority. For example, Copts have limited 
rights to build new churches and restore old ones in Egyptðas the government bureaucracy must grant 
first permission.

46
   

  

                                                           
44

 http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Society_&_Culture/Christian_communities.html  
45

 http://www.voanews.com/english/news/Egypts-Coptic-Christians-Fear-Fewer-Rights-After-Elections-134663563.html  
46

 US Commission on International Religious Freedom, Annual Report 2010, p. 232 

A Coptic Christian sits outside the Queen Helen Coptic Orthodox 
Church, which is adjacent to the Church of the Holy Sepulcher.  
(David Katz) 

The Queen Helen Coptic Church houses a vast underground cistern 
(water well) that provided water to the Holy Sepulcher. It is one of the 
ancient sights of Jerusalem. (David Katz) 

http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Society_&_Culture/Christian_communities.html
http://www.voanews.com/english/news/Egypts-Coptic-Christians-Fear-Fewer-Rights-After-Elections-134663563.html
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Muslims 

 
Israel's Muslim population consists primarily of about 1.4 million Sunni Arabs, who mostly live in northern 
Israel. Jaffa and Jerusalem also have large Muslim populations. Approximately 16 percent of Israelôs 
population is Muslim. They are the second-largest religious group in the country.  
 
Israel funds more than 100 public mosques in the country and pays the salaries of their imams (religious 
leaders). In addition, government funding covers the purchase of Korans used in mosques. The Israeli 
government also funds Arab schools as well as numerous Islamic schools and colleges. Arab-operated 
schools teach Islamic studies and Arabic, in addition to the Ministry of Education's general curriculum.   
 
Islamic tradition states that the Prophet Muhammad ascended to heaven on the site of the Temple Mount, 
(known as the óal-Haram al-Sharif,ô or Noble Sanctuary in Arabic) passing each prophet before him on the 
way, before finally returning to Mecca. This event symbolizes for Muslims that Mohammed is the greatest 
and final prophet, and also builds a link not only between Mecca and Jerusalem, but also between 
Jerusalem and the heavens.

47
  

                                                           
47

 ñThe Status of Jerusalem in Islam,ò The Jerusalem Institute for Israel Studies, 
http://jiis.org/index.php?cmd=jerusalem.127&act=read&id=71, accessed on June 15, 2009 

The Dome of the Rock, a holy Muslim shrine, sits on Jerusalemôs Temple Mount. The Temple Mount is also believed to have been 
the location of the Second Jewish Temple.  The Shrine surrounds the Foundation Stone, which is the stone upon which Muslims 
believe Muhammad ascended to heaven. (David Katz). 

http://jiis.org/index.php?cmd=jerusalem.127&act=read&id=71
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The al-Aqsa Mosque is considered the third-holiest site in Sunni Islam. Above, children play in al-Aqsa Mosqueôs courtyard - as 
seen from the Mount of Olives. (The Israel Project). 

The Temple Mount in Jerusalem, which contains the Dome of the Rock and the Al-Aqsa Mosque, is one 
of Islamôs holiest sites. After the Muslim conquest of Jerusalem in 637 CE, the Umayyad Caliphs 
commissioned the construction of the al-Aqsa Mosque and the Dome of the Rock on the Temple Mount. 
 
Other notable sites include the El-Jazzar mosque in Acre and the Tomb of the Patriarchs in Hebron in the 
West Bank, referred to historically as Judea and Samaria, which could become part of a future 
Palestinian state.  
 
Circassians and Bedouins are also considered members of Israel's Muslim sector.   

Circassians are a small Sunni Muslim minority, originally from the northern Caucasus, that settled in Israel 
after being expelled from the Caucasus by Czarist Russia. Like the Druze, Circassian males complete 
army service and hold high ranks in security positions.  

The Bedouins are a semi-nomadic minority that live in Israel and Egypt. There are over 150,000 Bedouins 
estimated to be living in Israelðmany of which live around the Negev Desert in southern Israel.   

  


