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Country Advice 

Jordan  
Jordan – JOR36525 – Christians – Muslims 

– Communal violence – State protection 

30 April 2010 

  

1. What is the current situation and treatment of Christians by Muslims in Jordan? 

Most of the limited sources on this topic indicate that the Jordanian Christian and Muslim 

population are generally amicable and the Christian population is well integrated in Jordanian 

society. It appears, however, that in order to maintain the status quo the communities avoid 

issues of intermarriage and Muslim conversion to Christianity. There were no reports of 

sectarian incidents prior to 2008 when 12 Jordanian members of Al Qaeda attacked two local 

Churches. It appears that Jordanian Christians have now become a new target for the group. 

Nonetheless, though the Christian community appears concerned about the rise of Islamism in 

the region, the same does not apply to the local context in Jordan.  

General Situation 

According to a range of sources, more than 92 % of the Jordanian population is Sunni 

Muslim. Estimates of the number of Christian citizens vary from 1.5 to 5 % of the population 

with the majority being Greek Orthodox. According to church leaders there are an estimated 

150,000 Christians in Jordan.
1
  

A number of sources confirm that Jordanian Christians do not feel threatened and live 

harmoniously with local Muslims.
2
 In a paper on Palestinian Christians in Jordan, the author 

noted that their economic, social and political strength remains disproportionate to their actual 

size and has „provided a source of envy for other minorities, however reactions have been 

largely restrained, enabling Jordan to successfully blend its multi-faith society into a relatively 

peaceful coexistence‟.
3
 A 2008 article by an Abu Dhabi newspaper, The National, described 

how Jordanian Christians show their solidarity by celebrating the Ramadan season with their 

Muslim counterparts.
4
 Similarly, in a 2006 article in the Yemen Observer, the Jordanian 

(Christian) author described how growing up in Jordan she used to celebrate Ramadan with 

her Muslim friends and said: 
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Throughout my life in Jordan in the Middle East, I have had no problem being a 

Christian among a majority of Muslims. As Jordanians, never have we thought 

about religious differences. Instead, it has always about our nationality. Being 

Arabs and Jordanians was more important to us than being Christians or Muslims. 

Religion has been "shadowed by our Jordanian tent," to put it the Jordanian way.
5
 

A 2009 article in the American-based National Catholic Reporter also claims that when 

speaking to ordinary Jordanians, both Muslim and Christian, they say the country‟s Muslim 

majority and its small Christian minority live in harmony; however, it also highlights that 

divisions run deep when it comes to the issue of inter-marriage and Muslim conversion to 

Christianity.
6
 This is consistent and reflective of the government‟s policy of banning Muslim 

conversion (see further detail below). Therefore, the two communities appear to respect each 

other as long as there is no threat to their mutually existing lifestyles and beliefs. 

Muslim Brotherhood 

It is of note that the political wing of Jordanian‟s Muslim Brotherhood, The Islamic Action 

Front Party (IAF), is the most prominent Jordanian opposition party. It seeks the application 

of Islamic Sharia in various fields of life.
7
 The IAF has, however, consistently rejected the use 

of violence to achieve its domestic political goals.
8
 A report by the US Library of Congress 

notes that much of their support derives from middle class Jordanians of Palestinian origin 

and their educational, social, and health services have grown so extensive over the years that 

some experts believe that the Brotherhood's budget for services rivals that of the Jordanian 

government.
 9

  Though this indicates that the IAF may have a significant influence on the 

Muslim population in Jordan, there is no indication that they are a threat to the minority 

Christian population. Of interest, in February 2007, a Christian was elected to the 

administrative board of the IAF‟s Amman branch, becoming the first non-Muslim to join the 

leadership of the organisation. He, however, resigned shortly after citing „religious and 

Christian pressure‟.
10

 Though the IAF does not appear to be a direct threat to the local 

Christian population, this event reiterates that whilst Jordanian Muslims and Christians give 

the appearance of mutual respect towards each other, a certain distance between the 

communities is maintained most likely to avoid any threat to the status quo. 
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Al Qaeda 

Two reports claim that in 2008 twelve alleged Jordanian members of Al Qaeda attacked two 

local Churches. According to a Jordanian official, „The al-Qaeda members tried to attack a 

Latin church in Irbid [in North Jordan] in July last year after a Christian boy allegedly 

insulted the Prophet Muhammed, but the attempt failed…Following that, they attacked the 

same church again using Molotov [cocktail bombs] and a Christian cemetery in Irbid, but 

caused no casualties‟. According to a report by the Jamestown Foundation Terrorism 

Monitor, in October 2009 the State Security Court of Jordan imposed jail sentences of 15 to 

20 years on the twelve accused. The report also notes that prior to these attacks, there were no 

records of sectarian incidents against Christians in Jordan. The Christians and their places of 

worship were not formerly major targets for the Salafi-Jihadis, but it seems that the new 

generation of Salafi-Jihadis is inspired by late leader of al-Qaeda in Iraq, Jordanian Abu 

Musab al-Zarqawi‟s legacy of targeting the “non-believers,” such as Shiites, Christians, and 

Jews. In the same report it noted that in March 2009 the State Security Court of Jordan 

sentenced three Jordanians to 22½ years in prison for plotting a suicide car bomb attack on a 

church in Amman. Their plan called for bombing a Roman Catholic Church in Amman's 

eastern district of Marka after initially planning to strike against a police battalion.
 11

 

Therefore, Jordanian Christians have become the recent target of Muslim extremists groups 

such as Al Qaeda. Whilst this appears to indicate that a small number of Jordanians have been 

influenced by Muslim extremists, there is no information to indicate that such extremist views 

have permeated the rest of Jordanian‟s Muslim population. 

Not surprisingly an article by The National (UAE/Abu Dhabi) claims that „The rising tide of 

Islamism in the region has also become a source of concern for Christian families.‟
12

 A 2004 

BBC News article on Jordanian Christians notes that a local Jordanian priest believes that 

events in Iraq and the Middle East are causing some Jordanian Muslims to ask, for the first 

time, „Who exactly are you Christians?‟ As a result, the author claims that Jordanian 

Christians are starting to feel themselves pushed towards an uncomfortable choice: whether 

they belong to the Western world, or the Arab world.
13

 A 2004 article on Muslims and 

Christians in Jordan by a Jordanian journalist, however, suggests that this is not a real concern 

for the community as „The Christians in Jordan have a lot going for them. Their survival in 

Jordan has never been threatened by the state. Unlike many Arab Christians in neighbouring 

Muslim countries, they have never been subjected to religious persecution, nor were they 

victims of political oppression.‟ The author, instead, highlights that the only real concern is 

the diminishing number of Arab Christians in the region as a result of emigration.
14

 In a study 

of Palestinian Christians in Jordan, the author also argued that rising Islamism was not a 

significant factor in their choice to emigrate „particularly when considered in comparison to 

alternative incentives – financial, familial – and Jordan‟s enviable record as a placid and 
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tolerant society.‟
15

 Therefore, it is reasonable to conclude that whilst the Jordanian Christian 

community is concerned about the rise of Islamism in the region, this is not a current concern 

on the domestic level in Jordan.  

2. What is the authorities' attitude towards Jordanian Christians and the 

availability of state protection?  

The Jordanian government is regularly described as „open‟ and „tolerant‟ in regards to its 

religious minorities and towards the local Christian community in general. There is no 

indication that it would not offer adequate state protection to a Jordanian merely on the basis 

of being Christian.  

It is of note that when Al Qaeda operatives attacked two local Jordanian churches in 2008 and 

plotted a further attack on another church (referred to above), the accused were tried, 

convicted and sentenced to substantial jail terms.  

A variety of sources state that whilst the Constitution of Jordan pronounces Islam as the state 

religion, it also provides for freedom of religion and prohibits discrimination on the basis of 

religion.
16

 The Jordanian government has been regularly lauded for its efforts to encourage 

inter-faith dialogue.
17

  For example, in 2004, King Abdullah delivered a statement which 

became known as the „Amman Message‟ which attempting to define Islam in order to clarify 

to the rest of the world the true nature of the faith. This then initiated a number of declarations 

and conferences on Islam.
18

 Furthermore, in 2007, Jordan's Royal Aal al-Bayt Institute for 

Islamic Thought issued the infamous statement letter to Pope Benedict XVI titled „A 

Common Word Between Us and You‟ signed by 138 prominent Muslim scholars which 

highlighted the commonalities between Christianity and Islam. It was the first time Muslims 

had delivered a definitive consensus statement on Christianity and is considered the world‟s 

leading interfaith dialogue initiative between Christians and Muslims.
19

  

According to the 2009 US Department of State Report on International Religious Freedom in 

Jordan, Christians serve regularly as cabinet ministers. Of the 110 seats of the Lower House 

of Parliament, nine are reserved for Christians. In November 2007 the King appointed four 
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Christians to serve in the Upper House. The Government traditionally reserves some positions 

in the upper levels of the military for Christians (4 percent). 
20

 International Christian Concern 

also reported that Christians are represented in government, media, and academia in numbers 

higher than their percentage in the population.
21

  

Despite the above, the Jordanian government prohibits conversion from Islam but allows 

conversion to Islam.
22

 The government has also deported foreign evangelists in the past 

because they „were trying to convert members of Jordan's older Christian faiths‟.
23

 Rather 

than an attack on Christians, these dictates appear to be an attempt by the Jordanian 

government to maintain internal stability amongst the various religious communities within 

Jordan. 

3. Please profile the neighbourhood of ‘Ashrafieh’. 

Located in East Amman, the residents of Ashrafieh may be considered more traditional, 

conservative and economically disadvantaged than other parts of Amman. Once a 

predominantly Christian area, it now has a diverse community „...including a Palestinian 

refugee camp, a large Christian community of various denominations, as well as Iraqi 

citizens‟. There is no information that indicates that Muslims now dominate the area and no 

reports of sectarian tension in the area were found. 

Ashrafieh (or „Ashrafiyeh‟ or „Jabal Ashrafiyeh‟) is a hill suburb located in „East Amman‟ 

which has been described by several sources as the poorer side of the Amman where the 

locals are considered more traditional and conservative as opposed to the more western and 

affluent „West Amman‟.
24

 An expat website also noted that East Amman has a „stronger 

Islamic and Arabic culture.‟
25

 Please see attached map of Amman.
26
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Considered an old suburb,
 27

  it appears to have been previously characterised as a Christian 

area. According to a 2005 United Nations Report on the Urbanization and the Changing 

Character of the Arab City, until the 1970s, some neighbourhoods in Amman were even 

primarily inhabited by Christians. However, since then and with rapid urbanization, 

neighbourhoods „have shed their denominational characteristics‟.
28

 This is consistent with a 

1973 report on Christians in the Arab East which noted that majority of Christian Armenian 

and Syrians residing in Jordan live in „Ashrafiyeh Hill‟.
29

 According to McGill University‟s 

(Canada) Middle East Program, which has established a number of community development 

centres in Amman, one of which is in Ashrafieh, it noted that the neighbourhood now has 

„many diverse communities....including a Palestinian refugee camp, a large Christian 

community of various denominations, as well as Iraqi citizens‟.
30

 

No other information could be found regarding the profile of Ashrafieh. 
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