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Palestinian scout troops perform during a parade ahead of the arrival of the
Relic of the Holy Crib of the Child Jesus at the Church of the Nativity com-
pound in Bethlehem. 

A Catholic clergyman swings a censer during a ceremony for the reception of
the Relic of the Holy Crib of the Child Jesus at the Church of the Nativity com-
pound in Bethlehem.

Palestinian Christians watch as
fireworks light the sky to mark
the lighting of a Christmas tree
at the Manger Square near the
Church of the Nativity, revered as
the site of Jesus Christ’s birth, in
the biblical West Bank town of
Bethlehem. — AFP Photos

Baby Yoda may stand only a few inch-
es tall, communicating with high-
pitched squeaks and mischievous

gestures, but the adorable green creature
has loomed large online, causing a global
social media meltdown. The cute, wide-
eyed tyke, unveiled three weeks ago in the
premiere of Disney’s live-action Star Wars
series “The Mandalorian”, has stolen both
the show and millions of hearts. 

One parody account, @BabyYodaBaby,
has amassed more than 120,000 followers
with paraphrased Yoda quotes such as,
“Fear leads to hate. Hate leads to anger.
Cuteness leads to snuggling.” Countless
screengrabs, short video clips and other
memes of the tiny creature nonchalantly
sipping from a cup, fiddling with spaceship
control switches and generally causing a
nuisance have gone viral.

News stories mentioning Baby Yoda
had 2.28 million interactions on Facebook
and Twitter in the first two weeks of the
show alone, according to NewsWhip data
cited by the website Axios. Hollywood
celebrities are getting in on the action too.
Action star Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson
posted an image of himself cradling the
newborn creature to his 160 million follow-
ers, while A-listers such as Jennifer Lopez
have been singing the character’s praises
to reporters on Los Angeles’s red carpets.

The inevitable flood of Disney mer-
chandise has been surprisingly slow to
emerge, as creator Jon Favreau insisted the
character be kept secret before its reveal
on “Mandalorian.” But Baby Yoda toys
available for pre-order now appear promi-
nently on Disney’s online store, and a

series of T-shirts, mugs and bags are
trending online. Few details have been
revealed in the show so far about the char-
acter itself, portrayed by an animatronic
puppet and referred to only as “the Child”
despite being 50 years old.

Its online nickname stems from its obvi-
ous resemblance to Yoda from the original
trilogy. But as “Mandalorian” is set years
after those films, it appears to be a new
character. Either way, nostalgic buzz for all
things Star Wars comes at a handy time for
Disney. In addition to “Mandalorian”
launching on Disney’s new, on-demand TV
streaming platform Disney+ last month,
blockbuster “Star Wars: The Rise of
Skywalker” will hit movie theaters world-
wide from December 18. — AFP 

As the Christmas decorations go up in
Manger Square, Bethlehem is preparing
for its best Christmas for two decades,

the town’s mayor and hoteliers say. Five new
hotels are in the pipeline and existing ones are
expanding. The town has even extended the
opening hours of the Church of the Nativity,
revered by Christians worldwide as the place
of Jesus’ birth. But even after three years of
relative peace and prosperity, people are still
nervous in the small Palestinian town, a few
miles south of Jerusalem in the Israeli-occu-
pied West Bank.

So dependent has Bethlehem become on
tourist income that an upsurge of violence any-
where in the volatile Middle East - not just in its
near vicinity - spells financial disaster, with
nervous tour groups prone to cancelling months
ahead. Sitting in his municipality office over-
looking the newly lit Christmas tree in Manger
Square, Mayor Anton Salman said Bethlehem
looked set to improve upon the 1.5 million visi-
tors it received last year.

“Since three years (ago), things are going up,
this year is better than 2018 and 2018 was bet-
ter than 2017 and it is a continuous increase in
the number of tourists who are coming to the
city,” Salman told Reuters. The main bottleneck,
he said, was the tiny front door of the Nativity
church, through which pilgrims must crouch to
enter. Once vast, it was reduced in size cen-
turies ago by the Crusaders, then again during
the Mamluk and Ottoman Turkish eras to pre-
vent looters driving carts into the church.

For the first time this year the authorities
extended the church’s opening hours from sun-
set to 8 p.m., Salman said, and in 2020 they plan
to enlarge the town’s coach station and to

address heavy congestion on the narrow road
to Manger Square. They will even consider ask-
ing tourist groups to register in advance in
future. “If the number will be high and the
church can’t receive all of them we need to look
for other plans that can be helpful,” he said.

Ghosts of Christmas past
This year townsfolk are abuzz about a new

attraction - a wooden relic reputed to be from

the manger used by the infant Jesus and sent
back last week to Bethlehem from Rome. But
the town remains wary. Bethlehem enjoyed
good times until the outbreak of the second
Palestinian uprising in 2000, which saw years
of mutual blood-letting between Israelis and
Palestinians, leading tourism to collapse. Scars
remain - most visibly Israel’s high concrete
wall that towers over the northern entrance to
Bethlehem, and separates it from Jerusalem.
Palestinians call Israel’s military barrier a land
grab. Israel says the cordon of fences, ditches
and walls has drastically reduced attacks on
its citizens.

The manager of the Alexander Hotel in
Bethlehem, Joey Canavati, said his family had
nearly given up on the town during the lean
years, but now had bookings through to 2021.
The hotel plans to nearly double in size from
58 to 110 rooms. “Business has been booming,
we have never seen it like this ever before,” he
said. “(With) the number of tourists that have
been coming in this year we have a huge lack
of rooms here in Bethlehem.” But he added a
familiar note of caution: “It’s always about
stability.” — Reuters

Bethlehem set for a Happy Christmas

Japan’s T-Arts Company displays a three-
dimensional layered model of Star Wars fic-
tional character Yoda at the International
Tokyo Toy Show. — AFP 

A Palestinian nun poses
for a picture with the
Christmas tree at the
Manger Square near the
Church of the Nativity.

The wax figure of Star Wars character Yoda is pictured at the Star Wars At Madame Tussauds
attraction in London. — AFP 


