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I have recently listened to an arousing speech given by
President Barak Obama to a large audience of Israeli students
during his visit to Israel in March. The audience was made up
mostly of left-wing students, and thus the theme of the President’s
speech was warmly welcomed by the majority, with the exception
of a heckler, who was identified by the Israeli media as an IsraeliArab student.
It was to be expected that Barak Obama’s speech would
focus on the USA’s unwavering support for the State of Israel and
its security. There was nothing new in this approach. After all,
everybody knew that Obama came to Israel to try to mend fences,
right at the beginning of his second mandate as US President. The
general impression of the Israeli public, however, has changed
very little. Many Israelis regard Obama as more pro-Palestinian
than pro-Israeli, and are wary of his policies which are also
criticised in the USA, particularly by the strong pro-Israeli lobby.
At one stage, however, it was interesting to follow the
President’s speech, which did indeed go beyond mere empty
rhetoric. The President spoke at length about three basic values
that Israeli society must nurture in order to move ahead in its selfpresentation as the only bastion for democracy in the Middle
East. Obama spoke particularly about three issues, namely,
security, prosperity and peace.
I was particularly struck by what the President had to
tell the Israeli students regarding his vision of peace, particularly
peace between the Israelis and Palestinians. The vision is
particularly realistic. On the one hand the President was adamant
to insist that the State of Israel is there to stay and that to
delegitimize its existence is not only counter-productive to the
cause of true peace but also totally alien to recent historical facts.
At the same time, Obama made it quite clear that a vision of
peace and security would be an illusion if the Israelis would not
accept the plan of a two-state permanent solution, in which the
Palestinian people would have a right to a contiguous state with
clearly defined borders. In practice this would mean that Israel
would have to renounce to its holding-on to all the land it
occupied in the West Bank during the Six Day War of 1967. One
big hurdle to this dream for a lasting peace are certainly the many
settlements that Israel has built on Palestinian land during these
last 6 decades, some of which have now grown into large towns,
particularly in the area around Jerusalem, thus cutting off the
possibility that the Palestinians would truly have a viable
contiguous State.
Beyond these merely political comments on peace,
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which are however, important, since extremist elements still exist in both
Israeli and Palestinian institutions, hampering the realisation of a viable
peace, one should also notice what Obama had to say regarding the
aspirations of common Israelis and Palestinians, namely the desire to live
a decent life, to find jobs, to have access to social services, education,
health-care, and to build a better future. He spoke about the common
desires of Israeli and Palestinian children. These are aspirations that go
beyond political rhetoric and political negotiations. It is the process of
starting to look for peace at the grass-roots level and not in the negotiation
halls and international conferences.
If it is true that peace between Israelis and Palestinians cannot be
achieved by unilateral moves and preconditions, it is also true that it will
never be achieved by insisting on a status quo of injustice that breeds
hatred and violence. Indeed, there can never be peace without justice. The
Israelis and Palestinians know this from their own sufferings and
experiences, and yet many elements in both societies do not want to
accept that they are perpetrators of continuing injustice and hence will
never wake up to savour the dream of peace.
Much needs to be done on the road to a final solution to the
Israeli-Palestinian problem. Unfortunately too little has been accomplished,
and time is truly running out. One gets the impression that Israel remains
a haven for social, political and economic well-being in a troubled area of
the world, that it remains a secure and democratic State that stands out to
defend western values. One might also get the impression that Palestinian
society is also prospering, particularly in some towns of the West Bank
like Bethlehem and Ramallah, thanks to a moderate style of government
that is certainly different from the case of the Hamas led government of
Gaza.
Yet this is just the partial presentation of the picture. There are
deep wounds in both Israeli and Palestinian societies. There are situations
of injustice and economic hardship. Many a time the situation is not wellknown because the media concentrate more on the every-present menace
of violence and the need to invest in self-defence and security. The overall
impression is that people in both societies need to “stand on edge” in order
to keep them ever-alert against impending dangers. This is no guarantee
for a culture of peace.
To be honest, such a situation is not only present in Israel, but in
the western world in general. It is a situation created by the political
mindset that preaches peace as a result of security. True peace, however,
is the result of vulnerability and trust. Oddly enough, true peace is the
result of a risk in favour of a potential enemy who could be lured to
become a friend if one tries to free him from his situation of injustice. The
price to pay for this lasting peace is that of making concessions, painful
concessions. It consists of letting go of irrational fear and encouraging the
free movement and mingling of people and ideas, of not being afraid of
admitting that deep divisions are present on both sides of the divide, and
that ultimate peace would consist of a modus vivendi based on a realistic
acceptance of mutual differences.
It is no easy task. Obama spelled it out correctly in his speech, if
one goes beyond mere rhetoric aimed at impressing a friendly public and
arrives at the crucial question of how to move on from what has been
achieved by force of arms and money to what can be achieved by force of
common aspirations rooted in human values. No politician can understand
this language. Only common people can. And it is they who can bring true
and lasting peace to the Holy Land.
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BETHSAIDA JULIAS
B

ethsaida is mentioned many
times in the Gospels, as the
hometown of the Apostles Peter,
Andrew and Philip. Jesus was familiar
with Bethsaida and he performed
many miracles there. The name Bethsaida, literally means “house of the
catch” and indicates that the village
was a centre for fishing on the Lake of
Galilee.
Having said this, however, we
immediately face a dilemma. The
archaeological mound or Tel of
Bethsaida, known also as Et-Tel, stands
isolated and separated from the Lake
for a distance of about 1.5 kilometres,
which is nowadays known as Beit Saida
Valley, a nature reserve of water
tributaries and lagoons, close to the
place where the River Jordan goes out
into the Lake of Galiee. To imagine
that Bethsaida would have been a
fishing village during the time of Jesus
is truly difficult, and yet archaeologists
are convinced that this place marks
the Bethsaida of the Gospels.
We shall first look at the Gospel
episodes mentioning Bethsaida and
then take a look at the archaeological
site and see how it would have looked
like during the time of Jesus.

BETHSAIDA IN THE GOSPELS
John 1:44 mentions Bethsaida
as the birthplace of three Apostles,
namely Peter, Andrew and Philip: Philip
4

came from the same town, Bethsaida,
as Andrew and Peter. According to the
Synoptic Gospels Jesus often visited
Bethsaida and worked miracles there.
Matthew 11:20-22: Then he began to
reproach the towns in which most of
his miracles had been worked, because
they refused to repent. ‘Alas for you,
Chorazin! Alas for you, Bethsaida! For
if the miracles done in you had been
done in Tyre and Sidon, they would
have repented long ago in sackcloth
and ashes.’
In Mark 8:22-26 Jesus cures a
blind man at Bethsaida. They came to
Bethsaida, and some people brought
to him a blind man whom they begged
him to touch. He took the blind man
by the hand and led him outside the
village. Then, putting spittle on his
eyes and laying his hands on him, he
asked, ‘Can you see anything?’ The
man, who was beginning to see,
replied, ‘I can see people; they look
like trees as they walk around.’ Then
he laid his hands on the man’s eyes
again and he saw clearly; he was
cured, and he could see everything
plainly and distinctly. And Jesus sent
him home, saying, ‘Do not even go
into the village.’
In Luke 9:10-17 we find the
miracles of the multiplication of
loaves, which is presented as having
taken place in the whereabouts of
Bethsaida. On their return the apostles
gave him an account of all they had
done. Then he took them with him and
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Archaeological mound (Et-Tel) of Bethsaida

withdrew towards a town called
Bethsaida where they could be by
themselves. But the crowds got to
know and they went after him. He
made them welcome and talked to
them about the kingdom of God; and
he cured those who were in need of
healing. It was late afternoon when
the Twelve came up to him and said,
‘Send the people away, and they can
go to the villages and farms round
about to find lodging and food; for we
are in a lonely place here.’ He replied,
‘Give them something to eat
yourselves.’ But they said, ‘We have
no more than five loaves and two fish,
unless we are to go ourselves and buy
food for all these people.’ For there
were about five thousand men. But he
said to his disciples, ‘Get them to sit
down in parties of about fifty.’ They
did so and made them all sit down.
Then he took the five loaves and the
two fish, raised his eyes to heaven,
and said the blessing over them; then
he broke them and handed them to his
disciples to distribute among the
June 2013 - LAND OF THE PROMISE

crowd. They all ate as much as they
wanted, and when the scraps left over
were collected they filled twelve
baskets.
Another episode is that of Mark
6:45-51, which narrates the event of
Jesus walking on the waters of the
Lake of Galilee, close to Bethsaida:
And at once Jesus made his disciples
get into the boat and go on ahead to
the other side near Bethsaida, while
he himself sent the crowd away. After
saying goodbye to them he went off
into the hills to pray. When evening
came, the boat was far out on the sea,
and he was alone on the land. He
could see that they were hard pressed
in their rowing, for the wind was
against them; and about the fourth
watch of the night he came towards
them, walking on the sea. He was
going to pass them by, but when they
saw him walking on the sea they
thought it was a ghost and cried out;
for they had all seen him and were
terrified. But at once he spoke to
them and said, ‘Courage! It’s me!
Don’t be afraid.’ Then he got into the
boat with them and the wind dropped.
The various Gospel texts which
refer to Bethsaida are a proof that the
town played an important role during
the time of Jesus. It was found just
east of the place where the Jordan
River enters the Lake of Galilee, and it
also lies quite close to Capernaum, the
town of Jesus. The important thing is
to examine the site in order to see how
it could have possibly stood on the
shore of the Lake during the time of
Jesus, since nowadays, as we have
said, it is found some 1.5 kilometres
inland.
THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITE OF
BETHSAIDA JULIAS
The archaeological mound of
Bethsaida, known also as Et Tel, covers
5
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20 acres and rises 30 meters above the impressive structures to be found in
Bethsaida valley, which separates it Israel. It consists of an outer and inner
form the lake for a distance of about gateway. One entered the city between
1.5 kilometres. This location has given two massive defence towers. On the
rise to difficulty in accepting the interior the gate had a walkway and a
archaeological site as the site of gatehouse, built of basalt stones. The
Bethsaida at the time of Jesus, given height of the city gate, around 3
that the Gospels state that it was metres, makes it the largest city gate
found on the lakeshore. Geological of the biblical period to be excavated
studies in the valley have confirmed in Israel. There is evidence of burning
that the plain is an area filled with silt in the bricks of the gatehouse, as well
created by natural forces, such as as remains of burnt wood and
earthquakes, in such a way that the arrowheads, all indicating that battles
Lake of Galilee eventually receded 1.5 took place at this city gate.
kilometres out. The site was discovered
The basalt stele that was found
by Edward Robinson in 1838, and in Bethsaida is an interesting feature.
excavations conducted since 1987 have It is 1.15 metres high, 50 cm wide and
confirmed the correct location of the 31 cm thick and has a rounded top.
site.
The figure carved on its front is that of
The site contains a lower city a horned bull. There is also the figure
and an acropolis, as well as the largest of a dagger. In the Mesopotamian
city gate every excavated by Israeli culture the bull represented the moon
archaeologists. The gate was protected god. The Arameans adopted this figure
by two strong towers, and had a bama, as the symbol of their own deity,
or high place (altar) and a stele namely Haddad, identified as the
(upright stone with designs of a figure which is represented on the
divinity), which is now
The site of Bethsaida Julias
on display in the Israeli
Museum. The city was
founded in the 10th
century bc. The city
belonged
to
the
Arameans,
to
the
kingdom of Geshur, and
was destroyed by the
Assyrians in 734 bc.
During Hellenistic times
it flourished once again.
The
Jewish
historian
Josephus
Flavius, in his work
Jewish
Antiquities,
writes that the city
belonged to King Herod
Philip, who during the 1st century stele.
changed the name to that of BethsaidaThe city of Bethsaida also
Julias, after the wife of the Roman contains a paved open space in which
Emperor Augustus. Philip himself died there probably was the royal palace.
The remains of the palace are a typical
in Bethsaida and was buried there.
The city gate is one of the most example of the palaces of the Aramean
6
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kingdoms, complete with a throne
room.
According to 2Kings 15:29-30,
In the days of Pekah king of Israel,
Tiglath-Pileser king of Assyria came
and captured Ijon, Abel-beth-Maacah,
Janoah, Kedesh, Hazor, Gilead and
Galilee – the whole territory of
Naphtali and deported the population
to Assyria. Bethsaida was therefore
also destroyed in 734 bc and the site
remained abandoned until Hellenistic
times.
It is the Jewish historian
Josephus Flavius who informs us that
King Herod Philip, under whose
domination the area of Bethsaida fell,
since his kingdom included the
Gaulanitide or northern section of the
country (Golan), changed the name of
the city of Bethsaida at the beginning
of the 1st century to that of Julias,
after Julia Livia, wife of the Roman
Emperor Augustus.
Many remains from the
Hellenistic era were uncovered during
the excavations at Bethsaida,
conducted by archaeologist Arav on
behalf of the Bethsaida Excavations
Consortium, under the auspices of the
University of Nebraska. What is
particularly interesting is that, among
the remains, the archaeologists found
numerous fishing tools, lead weights
for nets, iron anchors, needles and
fishing hooks. This is a proof that,
during the 1st century, the basis of the
economy of Bethsaida was that of
being a fishing centre on the Lake of
Galilee. Other remains of wine
amphorae were also found, attesting
to the importance of the area for
viticulture.
Although the importance of
Bethsaida in the Gospel is eclipsed by
that of Capernaum, where Peter, John,
Philip and the other apostles settled,
it is nevertheless noteworthy that the
town was the birthplace of three
important Apostles and that Jesus
June 2013 - LAND OF THE PROMISE

Stele found in Bethsaida
would have often stopped in the town
and its whereabouts on the shores of
the Lake of Galilee. A visit to Bethsaida
nowadays necessitates a vivid
imagination to locate this place on the
lakeshore, but indeed it could very
well have been so, since it could have
provided a harbour on the northern
shore of the Lake, close to the place
where the River Jordan entered the
Lake and therefore close to the natural
boundary between lower and upper
Galilee. It could have been a city with
a hub of commercial activity and
human relations, an ideal place for
Jesus to choose to preach the Gospel.

sssssssssssss
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HISTORICAL ORIGINS OF THE
CHRISTIAN CHURCHES IN
THE HOLY LAND
Pier Giorgio Gianazza
Translation of sections of the book of Pier Giorgio Gianazza, Guida alle comunità
cristiane di Terra Santa. Diversità e fede nei luoghi di Gesù, Edizioni Dehoniane,
Bologna 2008.

T

he first presence of Christians
in the Holy Land originated at
Pentecost, and it constituted a unique
and undivided Church. This fact is
clearly attested by the Acts of the
Apostles, both regarding the first
community of Jerusalem, as well as
the first Christian nuclei in Judea,
Samaria and Galilee (cfr. Acts 8:1.4;
9:31). There were three fundamental
and indivisible factors regarding this
communion: unity of faith, unity
around the altar and unity of authority (cfr. Acts 2:42), which rendered all
believers to be “of one heart and one
soul” (Acts 4:32). From that moment
these elements constituted the signs
of total communion between every
Christian Church spread out in the
world. There were some elements of
diversity present since the very beginning (for example, the Christians
coming from Judaism and those coming from the pagan world), but this
fact did not threaten in any way the
fundamental unity.
During the first four and a half
centuries the local Church of Jerusalem
did not experience any division or
internal separation. It had not yet
been touched by any doctrinal
controversy or jurisdictional problems.
The only bishop of Jerusalem exercised
8

his authority over all Christians, both
the local ones as well as those who
came from outside, such as the monks
coming from Syria, Egypt, Greece,
Georgia, Armenia or the Latin rite.
The subsequent centuries, with
all their events of separation in the
one, holy Church, unfortunately left
their consequence and influence felt
also in the Church of Jerusalem and
Palestine. It was clear that the sad
image of the divisions that were born
originated from external causes and it
was the reflex importation and
establishment of problems of doctrine,
territory, history, politics, which were
born elsewhere. If Jerusalem was
considered to be “the mother of all
Churches,” it became, in a certain
way, the image of the division among
the Churches, since all of them
pretended to be able to say (at least
spiritually): “But of Zion it will be
said, ‘Every one was born there’” (Ps
87:5).
I think that the principal causes
for the multiplicity of Churches or
Christian communities that subsist to
this very day in Jerusalem (some
united, others very divided), can be
reduced to four, keeping also in mind
that some of these Churches, which
were present at one time, have now
LAND OF THE PROMISE - June 2013
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completely disappeared (Nubians,
Georgians, Nestorians). The following
are four historical-theological factors:
1) the reflexes and influences of the
Christological controversies of the 5th
century; 2) the Catholic invasion, first
the armed invasion of the Crusades
(11th-12th centuries), then the peaceful
invasion of the Franciscans (12th-13th
centuries), and finally that of the
Oriental Catholic Churches (from the
18th century); 3) the “missionary”
invasion of the western Churches
(19th-20th centuries); 4) the link with
the Holy Places.
One should also mention other
important historical factors, which
were not internal to Christianity (for
example the Muslim conquest of the
7th century, the consequent effect of
the Arab language and culture, and the
regime of the Ottoman empire during
the 16th-20th centuries). These
contributed not only to the constitution
of a modus vivendi (written and
traditional) with the Islamic dominators
who took the government by turn in
their own hands, but also to the
practice of giving privilege to some
Churches above others or of creating a
particular socio-religious-political
system within the confines of the
Muslim style of government. This was
the religious-ethnic system of the
millet (a Turkish term meaning nation/
ethnic) applied to non-Muslim religious
communities during the times of the
Turkish domination. Since the analysis
of these factors does not form the
heart of our argument, which is rather
centred upon the actual situation of
the Churches, we shall give some
essential notes on each of these
factors, in order to briefly enlighten
the readers as to the causes of the
plurality of separate Christian Churches
in the Holy Land.
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THE CHRISTOLOGICAL QUESTION
This was particularly alive
during the 5th century. It regarded the
identity of Christ as a divine-human
being. Although all Christians admitted
that Jesus is truly God and truly man,
the theological currents were diverging
regarding the conceptual formulation
of such a mystery: is Christ one person
or two persons? Does he have one
nature or two natures? The underlying
problem was that the cultural milieu
and the respective languages in which
theological expressions were born
were also different. The ecumenical
councils of Ephesus (431) and Calchedon
(451) respectively condemned the
affirmations of Nestorius and those of
Eutyches, retaining that they were not
conforming to the truth of expressing
the singularity of the mystery of the
unity and integrity of Christ and thus
condemning them as heretics. The
position of the ecumenical councils,
instead, was expressed by the formula:
“Jesus is true God and true man, one
person in both natures.” The particular
and local Churches, which for various
motives did not accept these
expressions, were considered to be
heretical and schismatic. On their own
part these Churches organised
themselves in an independent manner
and continued to live their life of
faith, as they believed and celebrated
it. These Churches included: the
Persian Church, known also as Nestorian
or Syriac-Oriental (nowadays the
Assyrian Oriental Church), which was
regarded as heretic after the Council
of Calchedon; and the Monophysite
Churches (so called after the Council
of Calchedon), namely the Jacobite
(Syriac-Western), the Armenian and
the Coptic Churches, to which one
9
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could also add the Ethopian (or
Abyssinian) Church and the Indian
Syro-Malankarese Church.
The
original
Church
of
Jerusalem remained faithful to the
doctrine of the Christological councils
and was aligned to Constantinople,
and therefore it was not separated
from the “Great Church”, that which
followed Calchedon. The adversaries
began to call this Church “imperialistregalist”, or “Melchite”, from malko/a
(in Syriac), which means king,
sovereign.
Jerusalem,
however,
suffered in various ways the
repercussions of the separations of the
other Churches, both because of the
influx of pilgrims coming from these
Churches, as well as because of the
foundation of monasteries of Georgians,
Armenians, Syriacs, Copts, Persians
(Nestorians), whose monks were often
joined to their mother Churches and to
their respective liturgical, spiritual,
theological traditions, as well as
because during successive periods of
time, Christian communities that
pertained to these traditions began to
live permanently in Jerusalem.

well as in the surrounding regions. At
the time the Church of Rome and the
Church of Byzantium considered one
another as totally separate, since they
had been drifting apart ever since the
reciprocal excommunication of 1054.
In these circumstances, in 1099 the
Crusades created the Latin Patriarchate
of Jerusalem, which remained until
1291, the year of the definite retreat
of the Crusades from Acre. For six
successive centuries the Latin Patriarch
of Jerusalem enjoyed a titular see,
and he resided in Europe. In 1847 the
Latin Patriarchate of Jerusalem was
restored and it remains to this very
day. From the days of the Crusades,
the Catholic Church (both the Latin
and the Oriental Churches united to
Rome) exercised a more intense
influence and increased its numerical
presence in the region. Some Crusades,
then, married with local women and
thus mingled with the local elements.
Some families, particularly in the area
around Bethlehem, to this very day
have the surnames Sleibi or Saliba,
which means “crusader”.
THE FRANCISCANS

THE MOVEMENT OF THE
CRUSADES
The Crusades came from the
western Catholic world and were
motivated mainly by the desire to
liberate the access of the Holy Places
to Christians, who wanted to venerate
the events of the life of Christ, as well
as to liberate the local Christian
populations from the oppression of the
Seljuk Turks. Such a complex
phenomenon, which lasted for nearly
200 years (1099-1291), brought with it
the constitution of a Catholic hierarchy
in Jerusalem and in the Holy Land, as
10

It was the Franciscans, who
arrived in the Holy Land during the
13th century, who inaugurated once
again, reorganised and empowered the
Catholic community in the various
centres where they founded hospices
for pilgrims. In 1336 the Franciscans
established themselves permanently in
Jerusalem and in 1342 Pope Clement
VI entrusted to their care “the Custody
of the Holy Land.” The Franciscans
gave a contribution and a fundamental
impulse to the growth of the Catholic
Church of the Latin rite in the entire
territory. Thanks to them, two pious
LAND OF THE PROMISE - June 2013
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devotions spread far and wide in the
Catholic Church: the pious devotion of
the Via Crucis, with its characteristic
fourteen stations, and the liturgical
novena in preparation for Christmas.
The tradition of the Christmas crib on
the occasion of the Nativity is to be
linked with the Franciscan presence in
the Holy Land. The “crib” (the English
word for the Latin praesepium) in its
original and realistic scene, goes back
as a tradition to Saint Francis himself,
who had been in the Holy Land in 1219
and introduced the tradition in Italy
(at Greccio) in 1223 when he desired
to represent the living scene of the
birth of Jesus. Another merit of the
Franciscans was that of having
introduced some artistic crafts,
particularly the working of the mother
of pearl and olive tree wood, which
the local artisans used to reproduce
models of the Shrines (Holy Sepulchre
and Nativity Basilica) and other pious
objects for pilgrims to take back with
them to Europe.
From the 13th century other
religious Orders founded communities
in the Holy Land and in the entire
region of the Middle East (Carmelites,
Dominicans, Jesuits, Lazzarists,
Capuchins). Their witness of life, their
numerous and precious services to the
population in many social spheres and
their pastoral activity brought with
them a movement of aggregation to
the Catholic Church on the part of
various groups of faithful.

THE ORIENTAL CATHOLIC
CHURCHES
At the same time, within all
the ancient-oriental Churches and also
within the Greek Orthodox Church,
June 2013 - LAND OF THE PROMISE

there developed a phenomenon of
rapprochement towards the Catholic
Church on the part of some bishops.
This process led progressively to the
formation of oriental Catholic
Churches, whose constitution occurred
on the basis of two principles: the
acceptance of the authority of the
Pope of Rome as the supreme and
universal pastor of the unique Church
of Christ, and the conservation of the
“rite” (liturgy, discipline, spirituality,
theological tradition) of the original
Church.
Thus in the Middle East were
born five Oriental Catholic Churches in
different periods and places. The
Chaldean Church was born in 1552,
and it then became the Assyrian
Church. The Greek Catholic Church
was born in 1724 and comprised the
ex-Orthodox of the Patriarchates of
Antioch, Alexandria and Jerusalem.
The Armenian Catholic Church was
born in 1740, the Syrian Catholic
Church was born in 1773 and the
Coptic Catholic Church was born in
1824, with members coming from the
respective Churches of origin. Each
one of these Churches was to establish
itself in Jerusalem at one time or
another and they are still all present in
the Holy Land. The most numerous
Church among these is present mainly
in the north of Palestine and in Galilee,
and it is the Greek Catholic or Melchite
Church, which originally gave
assistance
to
many
Orthodox
communities which were pastorally
unaided by their own Church. In the
same territory flourished the Maronite
Church, which is the typical Catholic
Church of Lebanon, initially as a means
of pastoral activity among the faithful
who had established themselves in
these regions.
11

Bible Lands
THE REFORMED CHURCHES IN
THE HOLY LAND
At the end of the 19th century
there was a massive introduction and
establishment of the Reformed
Churches in the Holy Land, particularly
the Anglican and Lutheran Churches.
Their initial intention was that of
converting Jews to the Christian faith,
but then these Churches ended up
directing their activity towards local
Christians, and eventually winning
over small groups to their fold. During
the 20th century other minor Protestant
Churches, of a congregational style,
established themselves in the Holy
Land. At the same time many male
and female Catholic congregations
(Latin and Oriental) established
themselves in the Holy Land with a
great flourishing of social institutions
and services in many fields of activity,
and thus they gave to the Catholic
Church a great visibility. Parallel to
the same period the Greek Orthodox
Church and the Russian Orthodox
Church also experienced a notable
increase in their institutions and
works.
A new phenomenon regarding
Christian presence is constituted by
recent realities, which regard
especially relations with the population
of Israel. There is a tiny group of
Catholics, “Jewish Christians” or
rather “Christians of Jewish language
and expression.” Many of these are
Christian immigrants to Israel coming
from Eastern European countries,
particularly Russia and Romania, but
also many foreign workers who enter
Israel for the sake of finding jobs,
particularly from the Philippines. One
should also keep in mind the
phenomenon of various groups of
12

Messianic Jews (Jews for Jesus,
Messianic assemblies), which should
still be focalised since it is varied,
fragmented and atypical to the point
of not pertaining to any particular
historical Church, and its nonidentification with traditional Judaism.
Another phenomenon is that of Zionist
Christians, who also do not identify
themselves with any particular Church,
but rather see themselves as a religiouspolitical movement (Christian Zionism).

ASSISTANCE TO CHRISTIAN PILGRIMS
One last theme is the pastoral
problem of the assistance to Christian
pilgrims, which have been visiting the
Holy Land in increasing numbers along
the centuries. The phenomenon is very
obvious in the case of the major
Churches, which during the course of
centuries have seen their centres of
unity growing, and have organised
themselves in true and proper local
institutions (parishes, monasteries,
shrines, hospices, etc.). This is also
evident in the case of minor Churches,
since they have also established centres
of assistance for pilgrims and for the
significant numbers of their Christians
who establish themselves in the Holy
Land. This assistance is also linked to
the problem of the Christian Holy
Places and to their custody. The various
Churches, in differing measures, after
the separations and divisions, have
sought to establish themselves and to
hold on to numerous Holy Places.
Regarding the principal Churches
among them, this question has been an
object of discussion and controversy
for many centuries between the
ecclesial communities. The temporary
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solution that was found with the
firman of the Turkish Sultan in 1757,
confirmed by the firman of 1852, has
frozen the question of the situation
and modalities in which the Holy Places
are found to this very day. This firman

is known as the status quo, since it
establishes the upkeep of the de facto
conditions in which the Holy Places
should be administered (status quo
ante) to the date of the emanation of
the decree of 1757.

Franciscans on visit to Syrian Church of St. Mark
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History of the Franciscan Presence in the Holy Land

THE FALL OF ACRE (1291)
Noel Muscat ofm

T

he town of Acre, or Saint Jean
d’Acre, on the northern coast
of Palestine, between the Gulf of
Haifa and Rosh Hanikra (the border
between Israel and Lebanon, also
known as “The Ladder of Tyre”), was
the most important Crusader fortress
in the Holy Land during the period
following upon the fall of Jerusalem
(1187-1291). During this period it was
in this fortified port that the Latin
Kingdom of Jerusalem continued to
exist. The same Crusader Kingdom
was present only in some fortresses
on the coast of Phoenicia (Tripoli,
Sidon, Tyre) and Palestine (Acre, Atlit
or the Castrum Peregrinorum,
Caesarea, Tel Arsuf or Apollonia, and
Jaffa).
The Christian presence in the
Holy Land during the 13th century had
diminished because of the loss of the
Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem. We have
already seen how, for a short period of
time, during the truce agreed between
Emperor Frederick II and the Sultan
al-Malik al-Kamil (1229-1239), the
Christians could return to Jerusalem.
We have also mentioned the stable
presence of the Franciscans in the
Holy City. After the massacre of the
14

population by the Khwarezmian Turks
in 1244 this presence came to an
abrupt end. The rest of the 13th century
was one of an attempt by the Crusades
to regain the Holy Land, particularly
through the efforts of King Saint Louis
IX of France, who in 1265 refortified
the town of Caesarea. But, on the
whole, the Christian attempts were
one failure upon another. In the
meantime the Crusades could only
defend some towns on the coast,
which we have already mentioned,
and among which the most important
was Acre. In this town there was a
presence of Mendicant Orders,
particularly the Franciscans and
Dominicans, together with a large
community of Clares. The massacre of
18th May 1291, when Sultan al-Ashraf
Khalil destroyed Acre, brought with it
the end of the Franciscan presence in
the town, where the Friars Minor had
been present ever since 1217, when
brother Elias came as Minister of the
Province of Syria, and where he
welcomed Saint Francis himself in
1219. In order to understand exactly
what happened it is important to take
a look at the Crusader town and port
of Acre and at the episodes leading to
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its downfall.
THE TOWN OF ACRE DURING THE
CRUSADER ERA
Acre or Akko is one of the most
important ports of the Holy Land
because of its geographical position
and because of its long and epic
history. It is a port that has seen great
prosperity but also many wars. It is
strategically located close to Lebanon
and the island of Cyprus, and it has a
fertile plain in its hinterland.
Acre is mentioned for the first
time in Egyptian documents of the 11th
and 12th dynasties (2000 bc). It is also
mentioned in inscriptions of Tuthmosis
III, Seti I, Ramses II and in the Letters
of Tel el-Amarna. The Book of Judges
mentions Acre as a town belonging to
the tribe of Aser and calls it Akko (Jud
1:33). From the time of the conquest
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of the Holy Land up till the time of the
Maccabees, Acre is not mentioned any
more in the Bible. We know that
Ptolemy II conquered the town and
transformed it into a Hellenistic town
and changed its name to Ptolemais, as
it is known in 1Mac 5:15 and in the
New Testament. With the Roman
conquest by Pompey in 63 bc, Acre
became a part of the Roman Province
of Syria and its name was changed to
that of Colonia Claudii Caesaris. Saint
Paul passed through Acre together
with Luke at the end of the third
missionary journey in Acts 21:7: “The
end of our voyage from Tyre came
when we landed at Ptolemais, where
we greeted the brothers and stayed
one day with them.”
During the First Jewish Revolt,
Vespasian chose Acre as his general
quarters. Between the 2nd and 3rd
centuries ad there was an important
Christian community in Acre, and in
15
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the year 190 we know that Acre became
an Episcopal See. With the arrival of
the Arabs in 638, the port was given its
ancient name and was known as Akka.
Acre found its greatest moment
of glory during the Crusader period
when it was known as Saint Jean
d’Acre. When the Crusades conquered
Jerusalem in 1099, they needed a
strongly defended port on the
Mediterranean coast in order to be
able to control navigation to and from
Europe and the movement of pilgrims
and merchandise. They first preferred
to conquer the port of Jaffa, which
was much closer to
Jerusalem. Then, after a
siege of 20 days, on 26th
May 1104, the Crusader
army, led by King Baldwin
I, conquered Acre and
established it as the main
port on the Mediterranean
coast. From that time Acre
became a centre of
commerce between Europe
and Asia, and the symbol of
the power of the Crusader
Kingdom of Jerusalem in
the Holy Land. Thus Acre
became the principal port,
together with Jaffa in the
south, welcoming fleets
coming from Europe, which
carried knights, pilgrims
and
all
kinds
of
merchandise. From Acre all
these human and material
resources found their way
in the inner regions of the
tiny strip of land that was
the Crusader Kingdom, with Jerusalem
as its capital. One of the longest sieges
that Acre suffered was that of 1191
when the knights from all over Europe,
after the humiliating defeat of the
Crusader army at Qarne Hattin (4th
16

July 1187), succeeded in taking Acre
on 12th July and establishing it as the
strongest Crusader fortress on the
Palestinian coast for another 100 years.
It was in the port of Acre that
Saint Francis of Assisi arrived at the
Holy Land in July 1219, during the
Fifth Crusader, on his way to Damietta
on the Nile Delta, in the company of
brothers Peter Catanio, Illuminato of
Rieti, Sabatino and Leonardo. It was in
this occasion that Francis met the
Sultan of Egypt al-Malik al-Kamil. The
meeting between Francis and the
Sultan has been well documented in

Khan el-Omdan

the mediaeval Franciscan Sources. In
Acre Saint Francis was welcomed by
brother Elias, who was Minister of the
Province of Syria or Outremer. To this
very day the place where Francis
disembarked in Acre is marked by the
LAND OF THE PROMISE - June 2013
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The Pisan Port

The Pisan Port
remains of the Pisan Port, close to the
church of Saint John the Baptist.
The port of Acre is also
important in its history for the presence
of the Hospitaller Knights of Saint
John. The Knights of Saint John were
founded during the 11th century by a
group of merchants from Amalfi in the
Hospital of Santa Maria Latin in the
Muristan quarter, right in front of the
Basilica of the Holy Sepulchre. They
dedicated their services to the care of
sick pilgrims. After the conquest of
June 2013 - LAND OF THE PROMISE

Jerusalem by the Crusades, one of the
Hospitallers, the Blessed Gerard Sasso
di Scala, developed the works of the
Order in Jerusalem and Europe. He is
considered as the true founder of the
Order of Hospitallers. On 15th February
1113, Pope Paschal II published the
Bulla Pie postulatio voluntatis, by
which he established the Sovereign
Military and Hospitaller Order of Saint
John of Jerusalem. In 1120 Raymond
de Puy became the first Grand Master
of the Order and changed the
17
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Benedictine Rule that the Order had
observed up till that moment in the
Rule of Saint Augustine. During
Crusader times the Knights Hospitallers
became more important and they
defended the roads of communication
in the Holy Land from their fortified
castles, some of which have remained
famous and are still to be admired to

this very day, like Krak des Chevaliers
(Qalat al Hosn) in Syria. When Saladin
conquered Jerusalem in October 1187
the Hospitallers had to depart from
the Holy City. On 12th July 1191 King
Richard the Lionheart of England and
King Philippe II Augustus of France
reconquered Acre during the Third
Crusade. In 1197 the Knights

Church of St. John
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Hospitallers of Saint John established
their centre in Acre. They continued to
hold on to their fortress of Krak until
1271 and they remained in Acre until
18th May 1291, when the town fell to
the Muslim forces and the Knights had
to escape to Cyprus. Their history
continued in Rhodes (1309-1522) and
in Malta (1530-1798). For this reason
the official name of the Order is that
of the Sovereign Military and Hospitaller
Order of Saint John of Jerusalem,
Rhodes and Malta.
The Crusades remained in Acre
until 18th May 1291, when the town
was conquered by Sultan Melek
al-Ashraf Khalil, who massacred the
Christian population and destroyed the
Crusader port and the quarters of the
Pisans, Genoese, Venetians, and those
of the Order of the Templars and of
the Order of the Hospitallers. Among
the martyrs of Acre there were the
Friars Minor and the entire monastery
of the Clares.
Acre remained in ruins until
1749, when it was rebuilt as an oriental
and Muslim town by Daher el-Omer
and Ahmed al-Jazzar, known as “The
Butcher” for his cruel brutality. The
fortifications of the town held on fast
against the attacks of the French
troups of Napoleon in 1799, and the
French had to retreat from Acre in
humiliation.
Nowadays Acre is a large town
that has grown beyond the confines of
the mediaeval and fortified port of the
Crusades. For pilgrims and tourists
alike, the old town of Acre, enclosed
within the walls in a promotory
surrounded by sea, and with the town
of Haifa on the other side of the bay,
is a main centre of attraction.
The most important site that
tourists normally visit is the Crusader
fortress or Citadel. This is a fortress
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that has been gradually excavated and
reclaimed from layers of sand that has
covered it for centuries, as has been
the case of many other Crusader
monuments in Acre. The fortress is
also known as the Hospitaller Citadel,
because it was the centre of activity of
the Knights of Saint John when they
were staying in the town.
The fortress is an extensive
building with enormous halls which
served for various purposes (capitular
halls, refectory, churches), all built
around a central courtyard. The walls
are heavily fortified and the fortress
had strong towers for its defence.
During Ottoman rule, Ahmed al-Jazzar
decided to build a Muslim Citadel on
the remains of the Crusader fortress,
and thus he buried the Crusader
remains. Al-Jazzar also built a Mosque
that was called after his name, and
also built Turkish Baths close to the
Citadel. The Mosque of Al-Jazzar is an
impressive site of Muslim cult, and it is
considered as the second Mosque after
Al-Aqsa for its dimensions.
The Crusader remains of the
fortress are truly a marvellous
attraction. The most famous among
the halls is the one known as the Crypt
of Saint John. This is a rectangular hall
built in a Gothic style, which is 30m
long and 15m wide, and has a 10m high
roof, which is made of bays supported
by enormous columns in the centre.
The remains of chimneys suggest that
the hall could have been used as the
refectory of the Knights.
There is a secret underground
passage that leads out of the fortress
in case of danger. The excavations are
still underway and new halls always
come to light. Above the courtyard of
the complex there are the prisons used
by the Ottoman Turks as well as during
the British Mandate in Palestine. Many
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protagonists of Israeli independence
who later became famous politicians
in the State of Israel, were imprisoned
here by the British.
The Crusader streets are also a
characteristic feature of Acre,
especially in some parts of the Arab
souk. The streets are roofed, as in the
case of the old city of Jerusalem, and
particularly in the Genoese quarter.
Another part of the Crusader streets is
found in the Templars’ quarter, on the
south west side of the town. In this
area a secret underground passage
connects the Templars’ quarter with
the seashore, in such a way that the
Knights could easily escape from their
quarters to their ships in case of
danger.
The Crusader walls of Acre are
today buried beneath the fortifications
built during the Ottoman domination.
The fortifications follow the coast and
look directly to the open sea on the
southern side of the town. In this area,
between the lighthouse and the
modern touristic port, one finds the
Church of Saint John. This church,
which is the property of the Franciscans
of the Holy Land Custody, overlooks
the sea close to the Pisan port. The
excavations that have been undertaken
during these last decades have
uncovered mediaeval sections of the
crypt underneath the church. This was
probably a part of the Church of Saint
Andrew that had been built by the
Knights Templars. The church is
mentioned by many chroniclers of
Acre’s history and is also shown in
ancient images of Acre. The present
Church of Saint John was built in 1737.
Close to the Pisan port there is
the Khan el-Omdan, which is one of
the most popular sites of ancient Acre.
This was one of the various Khans
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(resting place for caravans of
merchants) in Acre, and was built
close to the port in order to be used by
merchants as a storage place for all
kinds of merchandise. The Khan was
built in 1784-85 by Ahmed al-Jazzar,
the Turkish Governor of Acre. In those
days it used to touch the port itself.
Although it was built by al-Jazzar it is
called Khan el-Omdan, namely the
Khan of the Columns. The central
courtyard or cloister is surrounded by
40 beautiful columns which were
brought from ancient remains of
Caesarea and the Crusader fortress of
Atlit. The clock tower of the Khan is
one of the most popular landmarks of
the old port of Acre.
Another important site is the
Khan al-Shawarda, which is today an
open square close to the marina. This
place commemorates the event of the
martyrdom of the Clares who had a
large monastery in Acre during the
times of the Crusades. The nuns chose
to disfigure their faces in order to
protect their virginity when the Muslim
soldiers of al-Ashraf massacred the
Christian population of Acre on 18th
May 1291. The account of their
martyrdom has been documented by
the historian of the Holy Land Custody,
Girolamo Golubovich.
The modern Franciscan church,
together with the friary and Terra
Sancta College, occupy the area known
as Khan el-Faranj, or the Khan of the
Franks, which originally formed part of
the Venetian quarter of the Crusader
town. The church and friary of the
Franciscans in the Middle Ages were
not found in this section of the town,
but in the south-eastern section of
Acre, known as Montmusard, close to
Saint Anthony’s Gate. According to
tradition it was Saint Francis himself
20

Bible Lands
who founded the friary in
1219.

THE FALL OF ACRE IN 1291
The
Mediaeval
chroniclers, who inspired the
account of the Franciscan
historian Luke Wadding
(Annales Minorum, ad an.
1291, n. 1) spoke about the
massacre of the Christian
population that took place
on 18th May 1291, when the
town of Acre was conquered
by Malik al-Ashraf Khalil.
Among the martyrs of this
tragedy are mentioned the
Friars Minor and particularly
74 Clares of the monastery
of Acre, which was found in
the modern Khan al-Shawarda
quarter.
According
to
chronicles the number of
friars killed was 52, whereas
another 8 friars managed to escape to
Cyprus, where the Knights Templars
and Knights Hospitallers had also taken
refuge. The most trustworthy account
regarding the fall of Acre is given by
the Chronicle of the XXIV Ministers
General of the Order of Friars Minor,
written by the Franciscan Arnald de
Sarrant in 1369-1374, 420-421.
“In the year of the Lord 1291,
on the fourteenth day of the calends
of June, the Saracens captured the
town of Acre. They slew or took as
prisoners more than 30 thousand
Christians of both sexes, the second
year after they had captured Tripoli.
In Acre there was a solemn monastery
of the sisters of Saint Clare. The
Abbess heard that the town had fallen
and that the Saracens were entering
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Knights Hall, Acre
it. So she was full of manly courage
and zeal, and urgently convoked all
the sisters to the chapter. After having
given them wise counsels not to let
themselves fall into the hands of the
infidels, she encouraged them all to
prepare themselves for martyrdom. At
the end of her speech she said: ‘My
daughters and sisters, let us despise
this miserable life, so that we will be
worthy to offer ourselves to our spouse
the Lord Jesus Christ with immaculate
hearts and with our bodies strong in
faith, and thus we will acquire eternal
life with the price of our own blood. I
ask you to do to yourselves what you
are going to see me do to myself.’
That courageous woman took a knife
and cut off her nose and blood flowed
all over her face. She encouraged all
the sisters to do the same out of faith
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and love of chastity, and to disfigure
their faces in order and shed their
virginal blood, and thus present
themselves in a horrible and terrifying
state. What else can we say? The
Saracens entered the monastery full of
thirst to shed the blood of the
Christians. The courageous virgins
came out to meet them not with
beautiful faces, but they presented
themselves in that horrible state to
those dogs. When they saw them the
Saracens at first marvelled, and then
killed them all in a cruel and horrible
way with their swords. The friars of
the same town were likewise
barbarically killed.” (For a complete
account of the siege and capture of
Acre, cfr. Girolamo Golubovich,
Biblioteca Bio-Biografica della Terra
Santa e dell’Oriente Francescano,
Tomo I (1215-1300), Collegio S.
Bonaventura, Ad Claras Aquas,
Quaracchi 1906, 350-353).
The account by Johannes of
Winterthur, who wrote a Chronicle in
1348, states that the Saracens
massacred 70 thousand Christians in
Acre, and that when they arrived at
the monastery of the Clares they found
the nuns who were chanting hymns
and canticles to the Lord, all kneeling
down and quietly awaiting their end.
Thus, while singing the Salve Regina,
they welcomed the crown of
martyrdom.
These accounts, as well as the
Chronicle of Nicholas Glassberger
(Analecta Franciscana II, 106), speak
in a certain detail regarding the
martyrdom of the Clares, but do not
mention anything regarding the death
of the Franciscan friars of Acre.
Golubovich, however, mentions a
codex from the Sacro Convento of
Assisi (cod. membr. n. 341, fol. 137,
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Liber
memorialis
diversarum
ystoriarum – 1335), written by a Friar
Minor who was contemporary to the
episodes as they occurred: “There
were fourteen Friars Minor of the
Order of Saint Francis: the Guardian
together with other friars had left the
town (of Acre) before the massacre,
and had gone to Cyprus together with
many clerics, religious and other lay
persons, because they were afraid that
because of their weakness the Saracens
would capture them and they would
receive martyrdom. Since they were
afraid that, because of their weakness,
the Saracens would command them to
renounce their faith in the sacrifice of
Christ, and thus they would receive
the punishment and the torments,
they rather preferred to escape to
another place, as the Saviour had told
his disciples when they were still
weak, and in this way they could
continue to worship and celebrate the
cult to Christ the King in a land where
there was peace. The fourteen friars,
therefore, remained strong in their
faith, and they were steadfast in their
faith in the name of Christ, and they
decided to remain in their church and
friary (at Acre). Thus they were
martyred by the Saracens and they
were carried to the glory of Christ and
enrolled among the martyr saints.”
The Dominican Ricoldo di Monte
Croce, who during the fall of Tripoli
(1289) and Acre (1291) was living in
Baghdad, left us five letters in which
he sheds bitter tears upon the ruin of
the Christian Kingdom of Syria (the
Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem). In these
letters we find a reference to the
martyrdom of some Friars Minor who,
at the very last moments, found refuge
in the friary of the Dominicans which
overlooked the sea, and there they
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died together with their brothers for
the faith in Christ. In a letter that he
wrote to the Patriarch of Jerusalem,
Nicholas, who was a Dominican,
Ricoldo states that, when the Muslim
soldiers returned from the capture of
Acre and he went to search for any
Dominican friars among the prisoners
of war, he did not find anybody, but
did see the torn habits of the friars,
which were stained with blood, and he
also saw their breviaries. He also
mentioned that he saw the remains of
the Franciscan habit of the Friars
Minor who died with them.
During this historical period of
the definitive destruction of the
Crusader Kingdom many Franciscans
died as martyrs, although we do not
have any certain details regarding
numbers and names. The Chronica
Monasterii Lemovicensis mentions the
martyrdom of four Friars Minor on 25th
July 1266, when Sultan Bibars
conquered the castle of Saphed in
upper Galilee. Among the martyrs are
mentioned brother James of Le Puy,
who was Custodian of the Friars Minor
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in Syria, and brother Jeremias of
Lecce. Around 1288 brother Philip of
Le Puy died as a martyr in the port of
Ashdod in Palestine. In the same year
brother Philip of Spoleto died at
Damietta in Egypt. We know that the
churches and friaries of the Franciscans
in various places were destroyed at
this time, in Beirut (1291), Sidon (1291)
where the Franciscan presence went
back to 1253, and Tyre (1291) where
the Franciscan friary was founded in
1255. The Franciscan presence in
Lebanon, which is still evident today,
was strong in these ports and in Tripoli
in the north, where the Franciscans
had a friary ever since 1253. Tripoli
fell in 1289, and the Chronicle of
Lanercost states that many Franciscans
and Clares died. Many other friars
escaped to Cyprus, waiting for better
days. In the town of Nicosia the
Franciscans had a friary in 1254. The
loss of the Crusades led to the re-entry
of the Franciscans in the Holy Land at
the beginning of the 14th century. This
time it would be a permanent presence,
with the founding of the friary of
Mount Sion or the Cenacle.
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Jesus then stepped forward, took the bread
and gave it to them, and the same with the fish.
This was the third time that Jesus revealed himself to the disciples after rising from the dead
(Jn 21:13-14).
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