
Editors' Introduction:
Why a Special Issue?
The M i d d l e  Eas t  Q u a r t e r l y  begins i t s  e igh th
year with its first issue devoted to a single
topic—that of disappearing Christians in the
Middle East.

The transfer of power of Bethlehem from
Israel to the Palestinian Authority just before
Christmas 1995 inspired a spate of articles' on
Bethlehem's diminishing Christian presence.
They noted that a place not long ago 80 percent
Christian is now but one-third Christian. For the
first time in nearly two millennia, the most iden-
tifiably Christian town on earth has lost its Chris-
tian majority. The same changes have taken place
in two other famously Christian towns, Nazareth
and Jerusalem. In Nazareth, Christians went from
60 percent of the population in 1946 to 40 per-
cent in 1983. Jerusalem Christians in 1922 slightly
outnumbered Muslims (15,000 versus 13,000);2
today, they number under 2 percent of the city's
population.

The same applies in other parts of Israel. A
report from the Galilee village of Turan quotes a
Christian store owner: "Most Christians will
leave as soon as we can sell our houses and
shops. We can't live among these people [Mus-
lims] anymore."3 One journalist concludes that
"The Christian community in the West Bank is
close to extinction."4

Nor are Israeli-held territories unusual in
this regard; Christians are fleeing from all over
the Middle East. Emigration began in the after-
math of World War I and has greatly picked up
in the last decade. In Turkey, Christians consti-
tuted a population of 2 million in 1920 but now

I F o r  example: Andre Aciman, "In the Muslim City of
Bethlehem," The New York Times Magazine, Dec. 24, 1995,
and, Sue Fishkaff, "A Prayer in Bethlehem," The Jerusalem
Post International Edition, Dec. 30, 1997.
2 Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry, .4 Survey of Palestine
(reprinted, Washington: Institute for Palestine Studies, 1991).
vol. 1, p. 148.
3 The Jerusalem Report, July 10, 1997.
4 David Rosenberg, -The Christian Exodus," The Jerusalem
Report, NOV. 15,1990.

only some thousands remain. So severe is the
problem that the Orthodox Patriarchate in
Istanbul is in danger of collapsing for lack of a
large enough pool of candidates. Christians ear-
lier in this century represented about one-third
of the Syrian population; now they account for
less than 10 percent. In 1932, they composed 55
percent of the Lebanese population, now less
than 30 percent. More than half the Christians
of Iraq have left. Copts began leaving Egypt in
significant numbers after the 1952 revolution.

The Christian population decline has two
main causes: emigration and declining birth rates.

Emigration represents the end of a long
process of exclusion and persecution. On the
West Bank, a nearly-permanent Muslim boycott
of Christian businesses is the problem. In Egypt,
fundamentalist Muslims constantly target Chris-
tians. The Lebanese civil war of 1975-90, when
reduced to its essentials, represented a success-
ful effort by Muslims to reduce Christian power
in the country. But by far the worst situation is
in the Sudan, where the civil war that has been
raging most of the time since 1954 has led to
wholesale atrocities.

Dec l i n i ng  b i r t h  ra tes  can  a lso  b e  seen
throughout the region. In Israel, for example, live
births per thousand among Muslims comes to
37; among Christians, a mere 22 per thousand.3
In addition, the small number of Christians leads
some to marry Muslims, which effectively means
they are lost to their community.

At the present rate, Hilal Khashan points
out in this issue, the Middle East's 12 million
Christians will likely drop to 6 million in the year
2025. With time, Christians will effectively dis-
appear from the region as a cultural and political
force. As one report puts it, "there are more Pal-
estinians living in Beit Jala in Chile than in Beit
Jala [on the West Bank] itself."6 Along similar

5 The Jerusalem Report, Dec. 26, 1991: Abraham Ashkenasi,
Palestinian Identities and Preferences: Israel's and Jerusalem's
Arabs (New York: Praeger, 1992), p. 46.
6 Hwaren, Aug. 12, 1994.
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lines, Prince El-Hassan bin Talal notes in this
issue that "there are today more Christians from
Jerusalem ... living in Sydney, Australia, than in
Jerusalem itself"

For many years, the plight of Middle East
Christians attracted little attention in the out-
side world. The earlier protectors of their inter-
ests—the British, French, Russian, and Greek
governments—turned away from the current
problems.

Recently, however, American organizations
have taken up the cause of persecuted Chris-
tians around the world, primarily in the Muslim
world and in Communist countries. The signs
are all around. The Senate has conducted hear-
ings on this topic' and the State Department in
1999 began releasing a survey on religious per-
secution world-wide, the Annual Report on In-
ternational Religious Freedom. A prominent
politician has proposed that New York City
not purchase goods from corporations doing
significant business in countries where Chris-
tians are persecuted.8 A host of organiza

7 For extracts from the Department of State testimony given by
Steven Coffey, see Middle East Quarterly, Sept 1997, pp. 77-80.
8 The New York Tunes, June 15, 1997

tions9 and individuals'° have made this topic
their concern.

This is all to the good, for bringing Ameri-
can and international attention to this unhappy
situation could be a significant step toward mak-
ing improvements. None of these groups, how-
ever, are specialists in the Middle East or Islam.
To help inform them and others, this issue of the
Middle East Quarterly is devoted to the topic
of the Middle East's disappearing Christians.

Technical note: With this issue, we change froöl
a March-June-September-December dating sys-
tem to Winter-Spring-Summer-Fall. The old sys-
tem was premised on the greater accuracy of the
months (it's not winter everywhere in the world
at once) but it created problems in distribution
(a March issue looks stale in May). So, with
apologies to our southern hemispheric readers,
the MEQ is moving to a seasonal format.

9 Foremost among them Christian Solidarity International, the
Coalition for the Defense of Human Rights under Islamization,
Freedom House, the International Fellowship of Christians and
Jews, the Puebla Institute of Freedom House, and the Ruther-
ford Institute.
ID Foremost among them Sam Brownback, Michael Horowitz,
A. M. Rosenthal, Arlen Specter, Frank Wolf, and Bat Ye'or.
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