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While Ian Hislop went in search of the Three Kings for Radio Four, and surprise, surprise, came up with an English solution to the enigma of the merchants of gold, frankincense and myrrh, World Routes on Radio Three took us to Nazareth to experience the music that might have been heard by Mary and Joseph as they watched their small child grow up. The oud, a long-necked string instrument with a pear-shaped bowl, much like a lute, has been played in the Near and Middle East for about 5,000 years. It sounds sometimes like a guitar, at others like a harpsichord, but always gives off a haunting, meditative air that straightaway elevates and transcends the everyday. In the company of Moshe Morad we heard from a former soldier in the Israeli army who 15 years ago was fighting in Lebanon but who now runs festivals of oud music in Israel, bringing Arab musicians into Jerusalem and Nazareth. He vowed to himself that if he got out of the war alive he would focus his life on doing something to ‘humanise’ the contacts between Arabs and Israelis. Music, he believes passionately, can bridge that gap. Half the population of Israel are Jews from Arab countries, he was keen to remind Morad. They have this music within their genes.

