
CHRISTMAS LETTER FROM ALSAFINA AND FRIENDS 

 

We have just celebrated our Lord’s Nativity. The past year has been charged with painful 
events for our country. Obscurity will no doubt cover Damascus this Christmas night. We 
have nonetheless celebrated Christmas in joy, as faced with our daily situation, celebrations 
are a call to us not to be drawn into deadly sorrow. Celebration is the best remedy against 
the absurd and despair.  

Over and above dramatic events, we want to remember the signs 
of hope that we experienced this last year. Alsafina is as always a 
steadfast rock. Last year we celebrated its 20th birthday. It was a 
beautiful celebration during which we remembered the different 
stages in our history. Our community is not as young as it was: 
Youssef (63) was the first to arrive in 1995 with his brother Wafa 
(60), Randa (47), Gaby (42), Karim (45). Thankfully Christine and 
Gladys (29) and lastly Imad (21) have joined us, rejuvenating us. 
We are not untouched by the events which shake the country. 

Several times bombs have fallen on our neighbourhood, we hear almost daily the sound of 
cannons and planes which pierce our ears. The person most affected by this violence is no 
doubt Karim. His village was destroyed at the 
beginning of events, and he liked so much going 
there…! His father, like many others, has immigrated 
to the USA to join one of his sons. He only has his 
stepmother who is now a refugee from the village in 
a district near Alsafina. We faithfully celebrate 
birthdays and one or the other of family members 
come to the parties. It is important to keep up this 
link with families.  

In September Siba, the house leader, got married to 
Hazem who was also an assistant. We are happy to 
see them founding a family, but as is the custom with l’Arche, they had to leave the 
community. A new assistant, Eva, has come to join us.  

In April, all the assistants took part in a retreat organized by l’Arche at Taanayel in Lebanon. 
Stan and Widad came from France with Michèle who was leading this retreat. We listened to 
four talks that Jean sent us by video. It was very moving to see him talking to us and to hear 

him say: « You are more 
beautiful than you think», 
« People with intellectual 
disabilities are loved by 
God », « the love we have 
one for the other cannot be 
taken from us by anyone ». 
He commented the Gospels 
of the blind man, Lazarus 

and the rich man, the Samaritan. He opened new horizons to us. Michèle also awakened us 
to this life based on the Gospel and the Bible. All through the retreat she asked us to express 



ourselves personally in word and drawing, to express what we felt. At the end everyone 
shared what they had experienced, this was described by Widad as treasures: the Spirit 
teaches from inside. It was an important moment that we shared together and which allows 
us to continue to work in love.   

In November, Widad came back for a training session based on the 
sharing of responsibility, this time in Damascus. This reunited both 
assistants from the home and the workshop. We asked many 
questions and were able to have individual talks with Widad.  

We are very grateful to L’Arche for the support of these training 
sessions which help us to live in community. Ghada participated in 
meetings for the zone in France, which was an occasion to feel the 
sense of belonging to this important family that is L’Arche. 2017 will 
also see the gathering of the federation. And then also, Siba and 

Fadi went to Belgium for a training session on team work with drawing, photo and 
computing. And then there is Dia, who was an assistant in the workshop and who has left for 
Germany as a refugee, he may join a L’Arche community there. We do not forget that 
several assistants from Alsafina work in communities in England.  

At the beginning of 2016, we had a visit from our bishop Abou Khazem, who lives in Alep but 
who comes often to Damascus. With great simplicity he sat at our table and shared our 
meal. He returned in November when we had our bazar, the open day at al-Mina. We can 

feel the friendship he has towards us.  

At the end of May, we celebrated the 
Eucharist for peace both in our country 
and the world. It was Father Nawras who 
led the ceremony, accompanied by Father 
Fouad. Father Nawras will be leaving 
Damascus and he introduced us to Father 
Fouad, who would take his place as 
spiritual guide for Alsafina. Since then, 
Father Fouad has been coming every 

month to celebrate mass for the community, which is attended by all the assistants and even 
the members of the board who can. Rima participates faithfully in this community Eucharist.  
As Father Frans before them, both Nawras and Fouad have given these celebrations a 
dialogical character which allows everyone to express themselves. Gaby always has a word 
to say on the Gospel.  

In Mina, in spite of transport difficulties, 25 to 30 people come every day to work or for 
creative activities. The paper workshop continues its development and now specialises in the 
fabrication of cardboard. The was a good production of objects this year: cards, shawls, 
cardboard boxes, photo frames, photos from our collection, etc. In June, we invited the 
families of those with an intellectual disability who come to the workshop in order to 

exchange together on our work. 
Alimentation was also at the centre of 
discussion.  

As it does every year, Alsafina exhibited 
workshop productions on the 26 



November at the hotel Omayya and the next day at al-Mina. A lot of people came, and at the 
opening of the exhibition at the hotel Omayya, we were surprised to see young Opera 
students who came to perform their repertoire: pianists, oud and kanoun players, flutists 
followed in turn. These « open days » allow us to meet with old friends and to strengthen 
social ties.    

The assistants at the workshop don’t limit themselves to those who come in the morning to 
the workshop. They participate in a multitude of activities with refugees: a group of young 
people with intellectual disabilities (25 to 35 years old) from Doueila come several times a 
week to al-Mina. They take part in games and manual activities organized by the assistants. 
Other assistants help in a government centre which looks after people with disabilities in 
Bab Mouddalla. Lina and assistants from the home also visit refugee families living in schools 
to give them advice; sometimes these families come to Alsafina. We also help some refugee 
families in paying their rent; it’s Marie who deals with this.   

All these activities began with the inflow of people who had lost their homes and had 
gathered in neighbourhoods on the outskirts of Damascus. This has led us to meet and be 
open to many people who would normally be distant.  

Finally, the year ended with a visit from Stan, l’Arche coordinator. His presence among us 
allowed us to open ourselves to the other communities across the world. He also came to 
convey to us all the fellowship and comfort of l’Arche. There were meetings with the 
assistants. It was also the occasion to announce the new head of workshop who will replace 
Christine, she is about to emigrate to Germany to join her husband: Fadi had been chosen by 
the assistants and this decision was ratified by Stan and the community board. It was also 
the occasion to renew Rima’s mandate as committee chair. She will be in charge of finding 
new members for the committee, as many have left since its creation, especially since the 

beginning of the war. We are very grateful to Stan for 
his visit, especially knowing that his family worry about 
his trips…  

All this brings us closer to the mystery of Christmas and 
the coming of Jesus into our world. He neither came to a 
palace nor a world of peace, but homeless; born on a 
journey, he knew exile and the menace of death. This 
year as we celebrate Christmas, we cannot forget those 
who have left in exile, the dispersed families, the 
prisoners, those who are hungry and cold. Churches will 

no doubt be full as there are Christians still in Damascus, even if many have left, especially 
the young. It will be a moment to remember the reality of this celebration over and above 
the festivities. Jesus lives in us and those around us. So we must also rejoice and not forget 
to thank the Lord. For even when faced with so much misfortune there are small signs of 
hope which are like the stars in the starry sky shining over us and our darkened city.  

 

Damascus 7 January 2017 

The community of Alsafina  

 


