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“Land of the Promise” is a new online review being launched on our
Maltese Holy Land Commissariat website. The name has been chosen
in order to underline the intimate link between the Commissariat and
the Franciscan Custody of the Holy Land.
During the meeting of Pope Benedict XVI with the official representatives of the Jewish community in the Synagogue of Rome on
Sunday 17th January 2010, it was noted by our elder brothers in the
faith of Abraham that what we Christians call the Holy Land is rendered
holy, above all, by the presence of God’s holy people, whom the Pope
called the People of the Covenant. It is in this light that we intend to
speak about the Holy Land as the Land of the Promise, the Promise that
God made with Abraham and his descendants, the Promise that was
fulfilled once and for all in the Person of Jesus of Nazareth. The Land
of the Promise, therefore, becomes the Holy Land of the sons of
Abraham in the Jewish religion, but also the Holy Land of the followers
of Jesus Christ. In fact, as Paul says in Romans 9:4-5, “They (my brothers of Israel) were adopted as sons, they were given the glory and the
covenants; the Law and the ritual were drawn up for them, and the
promises were made to them. They are descended from the patriarchs
and from their flesh and blood came Christ who is above all, God for
ever blessed! Amen.”
For these reasons we intend to present Land of the Promise as an
informative review on biblical themes, especially linked with the land of
Israel and with the Christian and Franciscan presence in the Holy
Land. The review will not have any fixed time schedule for its postings,
and neither is it tied to any limitations regarding the number of pages
which can vary from one issue to another. We have chosen to be free in
order to provide material which is relevant not only to the average
reader, but also that responds to the “signs of the times” and to the
events that take place in this part of the world. Being a review that is
published by the Holy Land Commissariat in Malta, it will also deal
with local issues regarding the work of the Commissariat in favour of the
Holy Land mission.
This first issue of Land of the Promise will be dedicated in a special
way to the figure of the Apostle Paul. Although the Pauline Year, commemorating the 2000th anniversary of the birth of the Apostle was
celebrated in 2009, for us in Malta this current year 2010 marks another important Pauline anniversary, namely the 1950 years since the shipwreck of the Apostle on our rocky shores in AD 60. For this occasion
we shall have the joy of welcoming among us Pope Benedict XVI next
17th and 18th April. The liturgical solemnity of the arrival of the
Apostle Paul, celebrated on 10th February, has prompted us to dedicate
this issue in a special way to the Apostle’s provident presence and ministry among us.
The Holy Land Commissariat in Malta has been publishing its
official Review “L-Art Imqaddsa” since 1955. Land of the Promise does
not intend to substitute the Maltese Review, which continues to be
published regularly. It only has the intention of providing material for
English-speaking readers, in order to voice our small and insular voice
on an international level, especially through the medium of the
Internet. We hope that Land of the Promise will continue to enhance our
Christian love for the Holy Land and encourage us to support the
Church’s mission, in which the Franciscan friars have always been at the
forefront.
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by Alfio Marcello Buscemi ofm
Studium Biblicum Franciscanum - Jerusalem

FAITH IN ST. PAUL
1) PREMISE

I

am of the opinion that a premise
is necessary before we face such
an important Pauline theme, in view
of a deepening of our Christian faith.
This premise has three fundamental
points:
(1) When we speak about faith in
St. Paul we have to free ourselves from
some polemical presuppositions that
have often placed Christians and Jews,
Catholics and Protestants, one against
another.
We will therefore speak
about faith in St. Paul by following a
uniform exegetical interpretation that
is as far as possible adhering to the
texts, in order to deepen our spiritual
understanding.
(2) Upon this basis I think that the
theme of faith is not a theoretical and
abstract question that we can ignore
or to which we can agree or not agree.
It is rather an existential-religious
message that includes the life of every
human being, and not a message
belonging to other times, elaborated
by Paul. It contains the witness of a
message that is ever more alive, that
is actual and that touches us personally, shakes us, moves us, and invests
us in such a way that we make a personal decision for our life as believers
and for the benefit of the ecclesial
communities to which we belong.
(3) Finally, we need to underline
that faith, in spite of the great importance it contains in the teachings of
Paul, is not the “heart” or the “centre” of his theology and spirituality;
the “centre” remains always Christ.
Faith is oriented towards him and is
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based upon him, and the expression of
faith finds its completeness and its
perfection “in Christ Jesus.” Paul
rarely speaks about “faith in God”
(1Thes 1:8), about “believing in God”
(Rm 4:8.17, with reference to Abraham:
Rm 4:24; Gal 3:6; Col 2:12), about
“faith in the Gospel” (Phil 1:27; 1Thes
2:4), about “faith in truth” (2Thes
2:12-13). These expressions have full
sense only in the light of Christ. Paul
thinks about everything, including
about faith, only and always in the
light of Jesus Christ, since he “was
appointed by God to sacrifice his life
so as to win reconciliation through
faith” (Rm 3:25).
Christian faith,
therefore, is faith in the salvific work
of God accomplished “in Christ Jesus”
and therefore it is only the one who
believes in him that can be saved.

2) “TO BELIEVE IN CHRIST”
This expression of Paul is dense
with meaning and prompts us to make
a series of reflections that stimulate us
for our Christian life.
a) The dynamism of the faith. The
vocabulary of Paul regarding faith, like
that in the New Testament, is extremely dynamic. This is already evident in
the term “to believe” since the verb in
itself indicates the action of a person
who places his faith in another, who
believes the other, who abandons himself to him and in him. The same thing
happens in the case of the Greek term
pistis, that we translate with the term
“faith.” In the Greek language it is an
abstract noun of action and therefore
3
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it does not indicate a state or a situation in which one finds himself immobile, but it indicates an internal movement of the person towards somebody
else, an answer to him who presents us
with a question, a vital relationship
with somebody. For Paul a static faith
is not conceivable, and it goes against
all sense of meaning. For him faith is
a movement, it is a salvific event, it is
a relation with somebody, it is life; it
is “running, trying to capture the prize
for which Christ Jesus captured me”
(Phil 3:12); it is “racing for the finish,
for the prize to which God calls us
upwards to receive in Christ Jesus”
(Phil 3:14); it is “living in faith in the
Son of God who loved me and who
sacrificed himself for my sake” (Gal
2:20); it is a beginning with the Spirit
in order to arrive to perfection in
Christ the Lord (Gal 3:3; Eph 4:13). In
short, for Paul faith is life, and “life to
me is Christ” (Phil 2:21).
b) Personal relationship of faith.
The formula “in Christ Jesus” united
with “to believe” and to “faith” has
been interpreted by biblical scholars
as expressing “the object of our faith.”
Such an interpretation is ambiguous,
since here Paul speaks about a person,
about Christ Jesus, the only foundation, intimate reality, the same life of
our faith, our own life. On the other
hand, even though what we say here
seem to be irrelevant details of exegesis, Paul does not write “I believe
Christ,” since this would at most indicate an acceptance of his existence.
Neither does he say: “I believe in what
Christ says,” which would indicate as
being true what he says and his trust
in Christ. Paul writes: “I believe in
Christ,” in which the Greek preposition eis indicates always a movement
towards somebody or towards something, that is, an entering into a living
and personal relationship with Christ.
“To believe in Christ Jesus” means
4

that one considers Jesus as the true
witness of the faith, the foundation of
the faith and, in consequence, if one
follows him and his ways, one takes
part in him and in his journey towards
God, and at the end one would participate in his divine life: “You well
know how generous the Lord Jesus
was: he was rich, but he became poor
for your sake, to make you rich out of
his poverty” (2Cor 8:9). Above all: “to

Paul preaching in Athens
by Michaelangelo
believe in Christ” means that I recognise him as being so existent that I can
enter into a relationship of intimacy
and friendship with him, in such a way
that I let him work fully in me with his
salvific power, in such a way that “I
live now not with my own life but with
the life of Christ who lives in me” (Gal
2:20). Augustine has said this very
markedly: “What does it therefore
mean «to believe in him?» It means to
believe in him, to love him, to become
his friends, to enter into his intimacy
and incorporate oneself in his own
members” (Commentary on John,
29,6).
c) Profession of the Kerygma of
THE LAND OF THE PROMISE - February 2010
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faith. This personal encounter with
Christ, this “believing in Christ Jesus”
is not, however, to be understood in a
psychological-intimate sense, but in a
historical-theological sense, precisely
as the acceptance of what Jesus is and
what he represents for the Christian
faith for me who believe in him and
who, believing in him, enter in communion with him. It is the acceptance
of the mystery of his divine-human
person: “I believe in the Son of God,
born of a woman, born a subject of
the Law” (cfr. Gal 4:4). “He loved me
and sacrificed himself for my sake”
(Gal 2:20). “He emptied himself to
assume the condition of a slave, and
became as men are, he was humbler
yet, even to accepting death, death
on a cross” (Phil 2:6-11). It implies
accepting the mission of the “Christ”
with whom God has reconciled the
world (2Cor 5:19) and revealed to us
the mystery of his will (Eph 1:9). It is
above all the acceptance of his death
and resurrection, with which he
became Lord of the living and the
dead (Rm 14:9; Phil 2:11).
“We
believe that Jesus died and rose again”
(1Thes 4:14). Faith becomes the profession of the fundamental Kerygma
of the Christian existence: “If your
lips confess that Jesus is Lord and if
you believe in your heart that God
raised him from the dead, then you
will be saved” (Rm 10:9). You will be
united with the mystery of Christ:
“But we believe that having died with
Christ we shall return to life with him
… you too must consider yourselves to
be dead to sin but alive for God in
Christ Jesus” (Rm 6:8-11). The death
and resurrection of Jesus are the central mystery of the faith: they make
up our meeting with Christ who dies
and rises from death for our sake, it is
the determining and decisive encounter of our existence (1Cor 15:14-17).
It is precisely because of this, that
Christ should be proclaimed with the
February 2010 - THE LAND OF THE PROMISE

mouth and with the heart (Rm 10:9),
indeed, that we have to shout aloud
with courage the name of Christ in
front of everybody: “I believe in Jesus
Christ who has died and is risen for
me.”
d) Opening ourselves to the future
of God. In the dynamic vision of faith
that Paul proposes, this confession of
“Christ who dies and is risen for me”
invests and determines the entire
existence of the Christian: his past,
his present and especially his future.
Faith invests the totality of our personal being: Christ has saved man in
the totality of his being and in all the
spatial-temporal dimensions of his
existence. For this reason, when the
Christian professes: “I believe in Jesus
Christ,” he expresses first of all that
he is convinced in his faith regarding
his past of slavery and sin, in service
of the flesh, of the world, and of
death. He shouts to everybody: I
believe in Christ who has freed me
from sin, from this power of darkness
(Col 1:13), from this perverse and
demoniac power that enslaves man’s
soul in its depths, making him become
a slave of egoism, of wickedness, or
impurity, or impiety (Rm 7:7-8,4; Gal
5:19-20); a slave of the flesh with its
desires that go against the impulses
of the Spirit (Rm 8:3-17; Gal 5:16-26);
a slave of the law understood as a
power (1Cor 15:56) that actualises sin
and makes it reign in the flesh (Rm
7:7-8; 8:2-3), that redeems us from
the curse (Gal 3:13) that leads to
death (Rm 8:2); that frees us from
“this present wicked world” (Gal 1:4;
6:14); from death, our last enemy
(1Cor 15:26). Christ has freed us, “so
that now we can live for God” (Gal
2:19) and so that “the law of the
Spirit of life in Christ Jesus set you
free from the law of sin and death”
(Rm 8:2.9-11). In this way, my present is invested with faith, becoming a
5
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determination of my action (Col
3:17.23) of my thinking (Phil 2:1-5;
4:2; Rm 12:16), of my feeling (Phil
2:5), of my suffering (Phil 1:29; Col
1:24; 2Cor 12:10), of my joy (Rm
15:13; Gal 5:22; Phil 3:1; 4:4-7; 1Thes
1:6), of my boasting (1Cor 1:30; 2Cor
12:5-10), in a word of my living and of
my experimenting history and the
world (1Cor 3:22-23). In faith my
present has a sense and opens itself
to a great accomplishment.
The
human being opens itself to the future
of God: life becomes a possibility
(Phil 1:20b), a commitment (2Cor
11:22-29), an incessant going beyond
ourselves until Christ, who is our life,
appears, in order to make us participate in his glory (Col 2:4), “so that
God may be all in all” (1Cor 15:28).
3) FAITH AND THE GOSPEL
We can affirm, on the basis of what
we have said, that for Paul faith
implies a meeting with Christ who is
risen from the dead and prompts us to
give witness to him in our daily lives.
In a word, Christian faith manifests
itself as a profound and existential
acceptance of Christ’s resurrection,
to the point where Paul can say: “If
there is no resurrection of the dead,
Christ himself cannot have been
raised, and if Christ has not been
raised then our preaching is useless
and our believing is useless; indeed,
we are shown up as witnesses who
have committed perjury before God,
because we swore in evidence before
God that he had raised Christ to life.
For if the dead are not raised, Christ
has not been raised, and if Christ has
not been raised, you are still in your
sins” (1Cor 15:14-17). This text is
rich in content: (1) Paul underlines
that, if there is no profession of faith
“in Christ who died and has been
raised for us,” it is not a simple arti6

cle of our faith that is abandoned, but
our whole faith crumbles, since the
foundation upon which it is built collapses; (2) without “Christ who died
and was raised for us” our faith is
deprived of meaning, since our salvation has not really occurred; indeed,
it becomes an illusion, an imagination
leading us out of the way, an equivocal statement, a myth among others:
“If our hope in Christ has been for this
life only, we are the most unfortunate
of all people” (1Cor 15:19); (3) not
only will our faith crumble, but even
preaching that is intimately connected to it, would become vain and full
of lies, since preaching should fundamentally be the announcing of the
Gospel of salvation: “Christ has died
and has been raised for our sins.”
This reality is very important in the
spiritual deepening of our faith, in
that it introduces us in some of its
essential aspects.
a) Faith is born when one listens.
This is an idea upon which Paul continually returns in his letters, and it
contains the same theological echoing
that is present in the deuteronomistic
expression: “Hear, Israel”, that introduces the old covenant between God
and his people through the mediation
of Moses and the prophets. In 1Cor
15:11-12, when he speaks about the
fundamental Kerygma of the faith
(1Cor 15:3-8), Paul writes: “Now if
Christ raised from the dead is what has
been preached, how can some of you
be saying that there is no resurrection
of the dead?” (1Cor 15:12). In Gal
3:2.5: “Let me ask you one question:
was it because you practised the Law
that you received the Spirit, or because
you believed what was preached to
you?” In a more clear way, in Rm
10:14: “But they will not ask his help
unless they believe in him, and they
will not believe in him unless they
have heard of him, and they will not
THE LAND OF THE PROMISE - February 2010
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hear of him unless they get a preacher.” For Paul there exists an intimate
link between preaching and faith,
between the “tradition” that communicates the Gospel of Jesus Christ and
faith that welcomes this Gospel of salvation through an attentive listening.
Paul is most convinced of such a link.
For him, in the word of the Apostle, it
is the same Lord who speaks, who
calls, who teaches, who introduces in
the salvific mystery of God, who realises the work of salvation (cfr 2Cor 13:3;
1Thes 4:2): “What I am presuming to
speak of, of course, is only what Christ
himself has done to win the allegiance
of the pagans, using what I have said
and done by the power of signs and
wonders, by the power of the Holy
Spirit” (Rm 15:18-19).
To the
Thessalonians he writes: “Another reason why we constantly thank God for
you is that as soon as you heard the
message that we brought you as God’s
message, you accepted it for what it
really is, God’s message and not some
human thinking; and it is still a living
power among you who believe it”
(1Thes 2:13). To the Galatians, when
he speaks about his apostolate, he
says: “The fact is, brothers, and I want
you to realise this, the Good News I
preached is not a human message that
I was given by men, it is something I
learnt only through a revelation of
Jesus Christ” (Gal 1:11-12). It is only
faith that can perceive and does perceive in fact the word of God in the
words of human beings. Faith listens
and comprehends that the word of salvation announced is not that of the
apostle who communicates it, but it is
the word of God that pronounces it for
the salvation of all through human
intermediaries, who are the ambassadors of his love: “So we are ambassadors for Christ; it is as though God
were appealing through us, and the
appeal that we make in Christ’s name
is: be reconciled to God” (2Cor 5:20).
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The word of the apostle, therefore, is
the word of God, the word of Christ,
who calls all men of all times to salvation (cfr Eph 1:13-14).
b) Faith is the welcoming of the
Gospel of salvation. The consequences
are clear: whoever welcomes the word
of the apostle, welcomes the word of
God, the word of Christ, the Gospel of
salvation. The Gospel then is not a
teaching: it is Jesus who speaks and
teaches man in view of the Kingdom of
God, and of the intimate communion
with the Father. The Gospel is not ethics: it is Jesus who leads man through
his Spirit that produces love, the
crowning of all the other virtues (Gal
5:22-23). The Gospel is not a mysteric
salvation: it is Jesus who frees,
redeems, saves man from the slavery
of sin and as a consequence from all
other forms of bondage. In the Gospel
is manifested “the power of God saving all who have faith” (Rm 1:16). In
it is revealed the justice of God,
namely the salvific action of God in
Jesus Christ: “God’s justice that was
made known through the Law and the
Prophets has now been revealed” (Rm
3:21). Faith, therefore, is oriented
essentially to the Gospel of salvation;
it is the welcoming of the work of salvation, of the freedom and justification of God carried out in Jesus Christ;
it is accepting Jesus as Saviour and letting him work profoundly and existentially in us. In faith God calls man,
justifies him and through Christ gives
him his grace that renders him from a
sinner a just man, from a slave a son
of God (Gal 4:3-5): “He called those he
intended for justice; those he called
he justified, and with those he justified he shared his glory” (Rm 8:30).
c) Faith is obedience to the Gospel.
Faith is not simply a listening or a welcoming, but it is above all an act of
obedience (Rm 1:5; 1:8; 16:19.26;
7
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2Cor 10:5-6). We cannot translate the
link in Greek between “faith that listens” (akoé) and “faith that obeys”
(hupakoé), but the sense is clear: faith
is an accentuated listening, it is a
decisive listening that includes a submission (hupo), a decision and a commitment to God. Faith is a true conversion from disobedience to a total
and radical obedience to God. In this
process occurs a perfect assimilation
to Christ, a participation not only to
his being as Son, but also to his most
profound sentiments: “In your minds
you must be the same as Christ Jesus,
who was humbler yet, even to accepting death, death on a cross” (Phil
2:5.8). In obedience, the Christian
takes off any form of security and all
other references to human possibilities, and he trusts himself totally in
God. The Christian becomes a perfect
imitator of Jesus, a well-disposed follower who accepts even the folly of
the cross, “wisdom and power of God”
for those who in faith have been called
to salvation (1Cor 1:17.24-25). Jesus is
the foundation, the cross of Jesus is
his glory (1Cor 1:31; Gal 6:14), his imitation is a convinced acceptance of
Jesus and of his radical and loving obedience. In front of the Crucified, the
true witness of the faith, the total
handing over of oneself to God in obedience assumes a sense of totality and
definitiveness. In faith, in fact, “we
are consigned to our death every day,
for the sake of Jesus, so that the life
of Jesus, too, may always be seen in
our mortal body … But as we have the
same spirit of faith that is mentioned
in scripture: «I believed, and therefore
I spoke» (Ps 116:10) – we too believe
and therefore we too speak, knowing
that he who raised the Lord Jesus to
life will raise us with Jesus in our turn
… That is why there is no weakening on
our part, and instead, though this
outer man of ours may be falling into
decay, the inner man is renewed day
8

by day” (2Cor 4:11-18).
4) FAITH AS THE FOUNDATION OF
THE CHRISTIAN LIFE
The Pauline affirmation: “the inner
man is renewed day by day” is an ulterior underlining of the dynamic character of the faith. It is not only an
instantaneous act that introduces the
believer into Christian life, but it is
also the beginning and the progressive
development (cfr. Phil 1:25) and “it
shows how faith leads to faith” (Rm
1:17) in the continual living under the
efficacious and salvific action of God
who justifies, of our “being and living
in Christ,” of our “walking in the
Spirit” letting ourselves be moulded by
his action of grace, in such a way that
we exist as a response of his calling.
Faith orientates and determines the
entire existence of the Christian in its
historic unfolding, in such a way that
there is no other dimension in his
being that is not informed by faith,
that is by obedience to God and by his
total giving over of himself to his
grace. Faith is therefore the foundation and the “measure” (Rm 12:3) of
living, of the continual confrontation
with various concrete situations, in
such a way that our true humanity and
our being sons of God are realised in
it.
a) The courage of faith. Pascal,
reflecting upon the theme of faith, has
defined it as “a leap in the dark,” a
“risk” for God. One needs to have
courage to decide in favour of something or someone. This could be considered valid in the beginning of the
experience of faith, when man, having
gone beyond a certain mental and
existential resistance, decides to
affront the marvellous adventure with
God. When one speaks of the “courage of faith” in the case of who has
THE LAND OF THE PROMISE - February 2010
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already chosen to “live in the obedience of faith,” such words might seem
out of place. Instead it is not so: in
order to live every day one’s own faith
in God and in Christ, one needs to be
courageous. The same dynamic structure of the faith asks for such courage,
because in every moment of his existence the believer makes a “decision
in favour of God.” It is a decision of
intelligence, will, heart, which are
constantly oriented towards God as
the needle of a compass points towards
the North. For Paul such an orientation is possible only if the Christian
lets himself be penetrated and guided
by the Spirit, the marvellous and prodigious power given to him who
believes (cfr Gal 3:2.5) as a fountain of
new life and as a constant and dynamic norm of his journey. “Everyone
moved by the Spirit is a son of God”
(Rm 8:14). “Those who live according
to the Spirit are interested in the
things of the Spirit … life and peace
can only come with concern for the
things of the Spirit … if Christ is in you
then your spirit is life itself because
you have been justified” (Rm 8:5-9).
The Holy Spirit is therefore the courage of the believer’s decision, since it
pushes him on to the intelligence of
the faith in his daily living: “Now
instead of the spirit of the world, we
have received the Spirit than comes
from God, to teach us to understand
the gifts that he has given us. Therefore
we teach, not in the way in which philosophy is taught, but in the way that
the Spirit teaches us” (1Cor 2:12-13).
The Spirit prompts the will of the
believer in order to make him walk in
a way that is worthy of Christ: “You
cannot belong to Christ Jesus unless
you crucify all self-indulgent passions
and desires. Since the Spirit is our life,
let us be directed by the Spirit” (Gal
5:24-25). In this way we produce “the
fruits of the Spirit: love” (Gal 5:2223), that pushes our heart in order to
February 2010 - THE LAND OF THE PROMISE

lift up the call of our divine adoption
as sons: “The proof that you are sons
is that God has sent the Spirit of his
Son into your hearts: the Spirit that
cries ‘Abba, Father’” (Gal 4:6). In
such a vision, the Holy Spirit is not only
an excellent master of life, but also a
worker and a donator of life: he is the
courage of our faith, the vital and
powerful spark that brings about our
decision in favour of God and for
Christ. Thanks to the Spirit, the
believer is born, grows and arrives at
the state of the perfect man, in the
measure that “he is fully mature with
the fullness of Christ himself” (Eph
4:13).
b) Faith, sacraments and community. The birth and the growth of the
believer, according to Paul, are evident in the sacraments, particularly in
baptism and in the Eucharist, the sacraments that are the result of “the
acceptance of the word” of faith (cfr
1Cor 10:1-4). Faith and sacraments
are so intimately linked that they signify, announce and operate the full
affirmation of faith, that is, the
announcing and the welcoming of the
death and resurrection of Christ in
view of our “living for God.” This is
evident in baptism, through which the
believer enters with Christ in his death,
in order to die definitively to sin and
participate in the life of the Risen
One: “You have been taught that when
we were baptised in Christ Jesus we
were baptised in his death; in other
words, when we were baptised we
went into the tomb with him and
joined him in death, so that as Christ
was raised from the dead by the
Father’s glory, we too might live a new
life” (Rm 6:3-4). In this dense text we
note Paul’s insistence on the death and
resurrection of Christ, which is the
central nucleus of our faith, and in its
light we note also the insistence, as a
consequence linked with the faith, of
9
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“dying and living with Christ,” “walking with Christ,” “living for God in
Christ.”
In baptism, in fact, the
believer “puts on Christ” and becomes
“one in Christ” (Gal 3:27-28) in order
to live as a “son of God” (cfr Gal 3:264:7). A new possibility is born for the
Christian: he dies to an existence that
is slave to sin, and he lives in the faith
the life of freedom of the children of
God in Christ and in the Spirit. This is
not enough: exactly because every
believer becomes “one in Christ”
through the power of the Holy Spirit,
he is inserted in “the body of Christ,”
namely the Church (Col 1:18): “There
is one Body, one Spirit, just as you
were all called into one and the same
hope when you were called. There is
one Lord, one faith, one baptism, and
one God who is Father of all, over all,
through all and within all” (Eph 4:4-6).
Paul cannot think of a Christian who
lives in isolation in his own faith, since
that would be the denial of “being and
living in Christ.” “In the one Spirit we
were all baptised to make one body,
Jews as well as Greeks, slaves as well
as citizens, and one Spirit was given to
us all to drink” (1Cor 12:13). Similar
to what has been just described is the
relationship built through the
Eucharist, the sacrament of the growth
of the believer, through faith. In 1Cor
11:23-26, Paul transmits a “teaching
received from the Lord” that arouses
and nourishes the faith, through the
word of the apostle: “For this is what I
received from the Lord, and in turn
passed on to you: that on the same
night that he was betrayed, the Lord
Jesus took some bread, and thanked
God for it and broke it, and he said,
‘This is my body, which is for you; do
this as a memorial of me.’ In the same
way he took the cup after supper, and
said, ‘This cup is the new covenant in
my blood. Whenever you drink it, do
this as a memorial of me.’ Until the
Lord comes, therefore, every time you
10

eat this bread and drink this cup, you
are proclaiming his death until he
comes again” (1Cor 11:23-26). We
have to make three important observations regarding this theme: 1) the
Eucharist is the “proclamation of the
death of the Lord until he comes
again,” that is, it is the proclamation
of the fundamental Kerygma of our
faith, namely the death, resurrection,
and return of the exalted and glorified
Lord; 2) it is the participation in the
Body and Blood of Christ, that is in his
life of Lord, dead, risen and exalted
for us to the glory of God; 3) it is celebrated “in memory of Jesus,” which
does not imply simply a memory of the
mystery of his death and resurrection,
but a creative and living memorial of
the mystery that makes us grow in him
in our daily life, while we await his
coming, in order to make us participate fully in his divine life. On the
other hand, in 1Cor 10:16-17, the
Eucharist does not only establish an
individual relationship between the
believer and Christ, but also a relationship between believers as members of the only Body of Christ: “The
blessing-cup that we bless is a communion with the blood of Christ, and
the bread that we break is a communion with the body of Christ. The fact
that there is only one loaf means that,
though there are many of us, we form
a single body because we all have a
share in this one loaf” (1Cor 10:16-17).
Thus in faith it is Christ who becomes
our food and our drink, who absorbs us
in himself, in such a way to render us
“one in him” and associates us with
the brothers, forming in us a single
body, the Church, which is the communion of all those who believe.
c) Faith and morality. We have
often referred to the intimate relationship between faith and action in
the life of those who believe. If we
take up again this argument it is not to
THE LAND OF THE PROMISE - February 2010
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repeat what we have already said, but
to underline some new aspects that
emerge from such a relationship and
that could be useful for a spiritual
understanding of the faith. In the first
place, Paul characterises the relationship “faith-morality” as a “remaining
steadfast in the faith, in the Lord” (cfr
1Cor 16:13; Gal 5:1; Phil 1:27; 4:1;
1Thes 3:8). Such a Pauline expression
should not make us think about a
static concept of faith. For Paul, faith
is a remaining in a decisively dynamic
reality. For this reason, “remaining
steadfast in the faith” finds a practical
and doctrinal exemplification in the
case of Abraham. He remained faithful to God in his being and in his
actions, and God accounted this faithfullness for his justification (Rm 4:3;
Gal 3:6). Abraham “remained steadfast in God” in the correctness of his
life. In this way, “remaining steadfast” does not simply imply a “hope in
justification” (Gal 5:5), even if it is so
in virtue of faith. It rather implies a
concrete and active realisation of this
justification accepting in one’s own
life the salvific plan of the promise of
God in Christ, in a faith that acts
through charity (Gal 5:6), in a journey
of a loving faith that produces joy,
peace, patience, kindness, goodness,
trustfullness, gentleness and self-control (Gal 5:22-23), in a progressive
dying to the demands of the flesh (Gal
5:17.24-25) in order to live for God in
the Spirit.
Therefore, “remaining
steadfast in faith” can be defined as
an existence based upon faith in
Christ, lived in the hope of the realisation of the promise of God through the
Spirit, that is concretely brought about
in love according to the radical plan of
God expressed in the “law of Christ”
(Gal 6:2).
With such an expression Paul does
not want to re-establish the law or
justification through the works of the
law. Justification, salvation, freedom
February 2010 - THE LAND OF THE PROMISE

are given by God only in virtue of faith
in Christ Jesus, but such a faith is
never disincarnated from reality. It
works (1Thes 1:3; 2Thes 1:11) and
prompts the believer to work in charity, which is the only law of the
Christian. The Christian is not an individual without a law, an outlaw, but
one who has accepted “the law of
Christ” in order to let it work in him,
or better still, the one who accepted
“the law who is Christ.” This is not an
external principle of morality, but it is
a living person who renders the
Christian “like him”, in a conformity
with him (cfr 1Cor 9:21) through the
“law of the Spirit who gives life in
Christ Jesus.” Therefore it is not a
question of replacing a law with another law, nor of realising one or another
of the works that can guarantee salvation, but it is a question of living in a
radical way, following the example of
Christ and under the guidance of the
Spirit, the law of love, “the law of
Christ,” “who loved me and who sacrificed himself for my sake” (Gal 2:20).
“The work of faith” (1Thes 1:3;
2Thes 1:11) is love that gives life to
faith. Paul affirms this clearly in Gal
5:6: “what matters is faith that makes
its power felt through love.” The
essential principle of the Christian life
does not change: it is faith. But it is
not any kind of faith or an abstract
faith, but a faith that qualifies itself
by working through charity. In this
way, faith and love, even if they
should not be mixed up, cannot be
separated: faith founds our existence
in Christ, while charity makes it alive
through the power of the Holy Spirit,
under whose guidance we give life to
all kinds of good works while we await
the fullness of the justification of
God.

.
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THE SHIPWRECK OF
SAINT PAUL IN MALTA
FROM A TOPOGRAPHICAL AND CLIMATIC PERSPECTIVE

Noel Muscat ofm

O

n the occasion of the 1950th
anniversary of the arrival of
the Apostle Paul on the island of
Malta (AD 60 – 2010) Pope Benedict
XVI is visiting Malta on 17th and 18th
April to commemorate this important
event in the Christian history of this
tiny Mediterranean island state. Many
biblical and historical scholars have
written about the event,1 which has
also been the object of controversy
and discussion.2 The account of Acts
27:1 – 28:11 on the epic sea journey of
Paul from Caesarea to Rome mentions
that the Apostle was shipwrecked on
the island of Melíte after being driven
in gale force winds from the island of
Crete into the open sea of Adría. A
strong local tradition in Malta has
indicated the island as the place in
which the shipwreck took place, and
where the Apostle wintered for three
months before proceeding on his journey to Rome. We shall recount the
epic voyage as narrated by Luke,
author of the Acts of the Apostles,
and provide some hints as to the various opinions regarding the place of
the shipwreck, without however
entering into the controversy over the
name Melíte, but accepting the island
of Malta as corresponding to historical truth on the basis of our personal
knowledge of the local geography and
traditions, as well as basing our analysis on meteorological data.
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THE JOURNEY FROM CAESAREA TO
ROME AND THE ACCOUNT OF THE
GREGALE GALE
In the beginning of autumn of
59 or 60 AD the governor Festus decided to send Paul, who had filed an
appeal before the Emperor against the
accusations of the Jewish religious
leaders, to Rome together with the
centurion Julius and a group of soldiers
from the Cohors Sebastena or Augusta.
The majority of scholars prefer the
year 59, since on that particular year
the Jewish feast of Yom Kippur (Feast
of Expiation) fell on 5th October.
According to Acts 27:9 the departure
from Fair Havens in Crete occurred
after this date, which marked the end
of the season of navigation. However,
this date is too early to make us state
that it truly marked the end of navigation in the open Mediterranean. On
the other hand, in the year 60 AD the
feast of Yom Kippur fell on 24th October,
and thus the danger of autumn storms
in the Mediterranean was much greater. For this reason it is preferable to
accept the year 60 as being more probable.
Paul was accompanied by his
collaborators Luke and Aristarcus of
Thessalonica.
The author of Acts
describes the sea voyage to Rome in
great detail. The narration betrays
the hand of a person who was personally present on the ship and who had
THE LAND OF THE PROMISE - February 2010

Bible Lands
great knowledge of the art of seafaring
and noted it as an entry into his logbook. Many scholars regard Acts 27:1
– 28:15 as one of the most important
narrations of an epic voyage during
Graeco-Roman times.
The company sailed initially on
a ship of Andramittus, a port on the
coast of Asia Minor, south of Troas,
today known by the name Karatash.
The ship had to travel to the coasts of

it and it became part of the kingdom
of the Seleucids. In the year 64 BC it
passed under Roman rule and was
incorporated in the Province of Syria.
In Sidon the centurion Julius gave permission to Paul to visit the Christian
brothers who lived in the town. The
centurion applied the law of the custodia militaris in the case of Paul. This
law permitted him to visit his friends
wherever he went, always accompa-

Satellite image of the Maltese Islands
with Mellieha and St. Paul’s Bay on the northern coast
proconsular Asia. They left the port of
Caesarea on the coast of Palestine and
sailed northwards past the Carmel
promontory, on past Akko and to the
Phoenician port of Sidon. Sidon, today
called Saida in Lebanon, was one of
the oldest towns of Phoenicia. It is
mentioned, together with the town of
Tyre (Sur), already in the year 1345
BC. It was occupied by the Assyrians,
Babilonians and Persians. In the year
333 BC Alexander the Great conquered
February 2010 - THE LAND OF THE PROMISE

nied by a soldier who made sure that
he remained in chains in his company.
Luke insists upon this noble sentiment
of courtesy on the part of Julius
towards Paul all along the journey.
From Sidon the ship continued
on its way northwards to the island of
Cyprus. However it did not hug the
southern coast of the island, “because
of contrary winds” (Acts 27:4). The
ship turned around the Karpasia peninsula at Apostolos Andréas point in front
13
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of the Kleides islands, and entered the
sea of Cilicia and Pamphylia “on the
lee of Cyprus”, along the northern
coast of the island. It then crossed
over to the Anatolian coast and arrived
at the port of Myra in Licia, today
called Derme. This was the most
important town of Licia, in which
there was a temple dedicated to
Apollo. Later on it was to become
famous as the town in which Saint
Nicholas was bishop.
At Myra the company changed
ship, and all of them boarded a larger
vessel that could cross the open sea in
the direction of Italy. Upon leaving
port from Myra, they encountered
strong contrary winds, however, and
had to navigate slowly along the Turkish
coast until they arrived at Cnidos.
According to Herodotus this town had
been built by the Spartans and formed
part of the Hexapolis of the Dorics,
and had a sanctuary dedicated to
Apollo Troipaius.
Cnidos was also
famous for the statue of Venus, and
because it was the birthplace of
Sostratos, the architect of the legen-

dary lighthouse of Alexandria, one of
the wonders of classical times. Roughly
around the year 129 BC the Romans
had occupied Cnidos and had joined it
to the imperial Province of Asia.
From Cnidos the ship turned
south, and sailed on the western side
of the islands of Rhodes and Kárpathos
in the Aegean Sea, until it arrived at
the easternmost tip of Crete. It turned
round the eastern coast of the island
on the part of Cape Salmóne and journeyed due west along the southern
coast to a port called Fair Havens near
the town of Lasaía (Acts 27:1-8). We
do not exactly know where this port
was situated, and archaeological excavations have rendered no concrete
results. What we do know is that Fair
Havens was not a sheltered port, since
the captain decided to go and winter
in the port of Phoenix. Probably Fair
Havens was situated close to the village of Matala, close to Akra Lithínos.
Crete is the largest among the Greek
islands (8393 square kilometres). It
was home to one of the oldest civilisations of the Mediterranean, namely

Weather chart of 24th January 2008 storm system visible
slightly to the east of Malta
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the Minoan civilisation (1700-1450 BC).
Homer describes the beauty of the
island during the 9th century BC. During
the 11th century the Dorics occupied
Crete. The Romans also took it in 66
BC.
It seems that Paul had a good
knowledge of the art of navigation,
since he often travelled by sea. He
therefore advised the centurion not to
continue the journey to Rome, since
they would have to cross open sea
between Crete and Sicily, and because
the festival of Yom Kippur had already
passed (Acts 27:9). According to the
military engineer Vegetius Renatus
(Epitoma rei militaris, 4,39), “from
11th November to 10th March navigation is closed.” The centurion, however, gave heed to the captain of the
ship more than to Paul. The majority
of the crew was of the opinion to leave
Fair Havens, which was not a good port
for the winter months, and to navigate
to Phoenix, that could refer to the
modern port of Plakias, and there
spend the winter months. This port
was open to the southwest and northwest winds. They therefore lifted
anchor from Fair Havens and began to
hug the coast of Crete helped by a
southerly breeze. They soon had to
turn in a north-westerly direction at
cape Lisses (Líthinos) in order to enter
Ormos Mesaras (Messara Bay). All of a
sudden a gale blew from the island,
from Mount Idi (2475 metres above sea
level) in the direction of the open sea.
The author of the Acts describes the
gale as an Eurakélon or Euraquilon.
The gale drove the vessel away from
the island into the open sea between
Crete and the North African coast.
The narrator of the journey writes:
“We ran under the lee of a small island
called Caûda” (Acts 27:16). This is a
tiny island southwest of Crete, and
today it is called Gaudos. Judging
from the position of this island it
seems that the gale was pushing the
February 2010 - THE LAND OF THE PROMISE

vessel in a west-southwesterly direction, and that therefore the name
Eurakélon refers to a gale that blows
from an east-northeasterly direction.3
The Eurakélon is well known in
the central Mediterranean and hence
in the island of Malta. Whoever is
familiar with the island is quite at
home with the features of this galeforce wind that can reach force 8 or
even force 10 in exceptional cases.
The gale can be witnessed particularly
during the late autumn months,
although it has also been known to
blow in winter (as it did on 24th
January 2008).4 It can last for three
whole days or even more. It is the
effect of an intense low-pressure system which forms in the Balkans or in
Greece when warm and moist air from
the Libyan Desert in North Africa meets
colder air masses travelling south from
continental Europe. The effect is that
of an intense low-pressure system that
generally moves from the Peloponnese
peninsula or from the Aegean Islands,
and hence also from Crete, in a westsouthwesterly direction towards
Tunisia. That means that it normally
passes directly over the central
Mediterranean, particularly in the
open sea between Crete and Malta.
The effect of this gale-force wind in
Malta is that of bringing large waves
that pound all along the shoreline of
Malta and Gozo that faces the east and
north-east. The fact that the Maltese
archipelago is roughly aligned in a
northwesterly to southeasterly direction means that the whole length of
the islands comes under the pounding
effect of these waves.
Thus the gale drove Paul’s ship
out to the open sea in such a way that
the sailors lost all control of the vessel. “Afraid of running aground on the
Syrtis banks, they floated out the seaanchor and so let themselves drift”
(Acts 27:17). In fact, the direction of
the gale should have thrown the ship
15
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on the coast of Cyrenaica in North
Africa and towards the Syrtis sands in
Libya. It seems, however, that the
ship was rather carried westwards
rather than south-westwards, and this
confirms that the direction of the wind
was that of an east-northeast gale
driving the ship in the open sea
between Africa and Sicily. This meteorological observation makes the theories advanced in the past in favour of
Mljet in the Adriatic or Cephalonia in
Greece, look far-fetched and illogical.
If Paul was shipwrecked at Agrostóli in
Cephalonia his ship would have been
driven by a south-easterly and not a
north-easterly gale, and if Mljet
(Meleda) was the site of the shipwreck
the ship would have entered the
Adriatric Sea via the Straits of Otranto
and been driven up to the coast of
modern Croatia.
Leaving Caûda behind them,
the company was thus abandoned into
the power of the waves. The sailors
tried to lighten the ship and began to
throw the merchandise overboard and
even the ship’s gear. Luke says that
for many days they saw neither sun nor
stars, and that means that they had no
navigational indications. The length of
time of the storm, according to the
same account, was that of fourteen
days. This seems far-fetched, but if
one considers that the ship probably
remained in the midst of the storm and
was carried around in circles in a western direction along with the low-pressure system, the length of time makes
sense. The fact that the ship went
round in circles can also be explained
by a meteorological phenomenon common in Malta when the Gregale winds
blow, namely that, after a three-day
east-northeast gale, the wind veers to
a west-northwest direction when the
depression has passed over the islands.
The anti-clockwise rotation of the
winds in a cyclone is responsible for
this sudden change of the wind. Now
16

if the ship was caught in the storm
system, it would have been alternately
carried by the storm in a west-southwest and an east-northeast direction
all along the duration of those fourteen days, while at the same time it
would have traveled the entire distance from Crete to Malta in a westerly direction, along the path of the
low pressure system.
Paul reassured his companions
with hope, although he reminded them
of his advice against them leaving
Crete. “Friends,” he said, “you should
have listened to me and not put out
from Crete. You would have spared
yourselves all this damage and loss.
But now I ask you not to give way to
despair. There will be no loss of life at
all, only of the ship. Last night there
appeared beside me an angel of the
God to whom I belong and whom I
serve, and he said, ‘Do not be afraid,
Paul. You are destined to appear before
Caesar, and God grants you the safety
of all who are sailing with you.’ So
take courage, friends; I trust in God
that things will turn out just as I was
told; but we are to be stranded on
some island” (Acts 27:21-26). This
could very well have been a prophecy
on the part of the Apostle, or else it
could also indicate a thorough knowledge of navigation and geography on
his part, that should not be excluded a
priori.
“On the fourteenth night we
were being driven one way and another in the Adriatic, when about midnight the crew sensed that land of
some sort was near” (Acts 27:27). The
Greek name of the sea is Adría.
Although the English translation is
“Adriatic”, in classical times the name
did not refer to the Adriatic Sea as we
know it today (that takes its name
from the town of Adria, in the Po
delta, close to Venice), but it included
the entire region of the central
Mediterranean between Sicily and
THE LAND OF THE PROMISE - February 2010
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North Africa, and between Crete and
Tunisia. For the Romans this sea, situated on the eastern side of the Italian
peninsula and Sicily, separating it from
the Balkans, Greece and North Africa,
was known by this name. Towards
midnight the sailors felt that they
were approaching land. They took
soundings and found 20 fathoms (37
meters). After some time, they again
took soundings and found 15 fathoms
(27 meters). Since they were afraid
that the ship would run aground they
dropped four anchors from the stern in
order to stabilize the vessel. With a
dishonest intention the sailors pretended to lower a boat with the excuse
of wanting to hang some anchors from
the prow. In truth they wanted to
escape by boat. “Paul said to the centurion and his men: ‘Unless those men
stay on board you cannot hope to be

Paul encouraged the entire crew to
take food, in order to regain bodily
strength. He also gave thanks to God,
broke the bread and began to eat.
Luke describes Paul’s actions in terms
similar to the ones during the
Eucharistic meal, even though in this
case it only indicates the Jewish custom of breaking the bread and saying
the blessing before meals. In this way
all took heart and began to eat, especially after Paul had assured them that
no one would lose his life. At this
point Luke gives us the exact number
of persons present on the ship. They
were 276 persons in all, including the
centurion and soldiers, the prisoners
(including Paul), the captain, pilot,
sailors and other unknown persons,
maybe those who were carrying the
merchandise. At this point they began
to throw the grain overboard in order

saved.’ So the soldiers cut the boat’s
ropes and let it drop away” (Acts
27:31-32).
When it was nearly daybreak

to lighten the vessel.
“When day came they did not
recognize the land, but they could
make out a bay with a beach; they
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St. Paul’s Bay on 24th January 2008 (maltastorms.com)
planned to run the ship aground on this
if they could” (Acts 27:39). The narrator does not specify which land it was
neither does he give any indication
regarding the beach. Now, basing ourselves on our knowledge of our island
home, we can make fairly correct conjectures as to the places that could fit
in this description. The ship was
approaching Malta from the east, since
it was being driven by the Gregale
winds that blow in full force all along
the coast of the island that looks
towards Sicily, from the Ahrax talMellieha to Zonqor point. On this
coast there are many bays, besides the
twin harbours of Marsamxett and
Grand Harbour on both sides of
Valletta. From the northernmost tip
we can count the following bays. (1)
18

Mellieha Bay is the largest bay and it
has the longest beach in Malta, which
is clearly visible from the open sea.
On stormy days when the Gregale
blows, one notes the waves breaking
upon an undersea reef some distance
out of the beach. (2) Saint Paul’s Bay
also has a beach and it is also clearly
visible from the open sea. Along its
northwestern coast there is also a
small beach at Mistra Bay, that is fairly
close to Selmunett, or Saint Paul’s
Islet. (3) Salina Bay today does not
present a beach, but it must have had
one in ancient times before the saltpans were built. (4) The entire coast
from Salina to Saint Julians is rocky
and contains few bays, except for the
Bay of Qalet Marku, which is aligned in
a northwesterly direction, and is thereTHE LAND OF THE PROMISE - February 2010
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fore not visible for a ship coming from
the east, and the Bays of Saint George
and Saint Julians, that are roughly
aligned in a northerly and northeasterly direction. (5) The two harbours
are well visible from the open sea, but
they could hardly be described as bays
having a beach, since they penetrate
deep inland. (6) From Grand Harbour
to Zonqor point there are no bays at
all along the coast of ix-Xghajra ta’
Haz-Zabbar.
In order to locate the possible
places of the shipwreck we have to follow Acts: “They slipped the anchors
and let them fall into the sea, and at
the same time loosened the lashings of
the rudders; then, hoisting the foresail
to the wind, they headed for the
beach. But the cross-currents carried
them into a shoal and the vessel ran
aground. The bows were wedged in
and stuck fast, while the stern began
to break up with the pounding of the

waves” (Acts 27:40-41). The expression in Greek used by Luke is: tópos
dithálassos, which is sometimes translated as “a place between two currents” or “between two seas”. If we
try to search for such a place on the
northern coast of Malta, we encounter
great difficulty in pinpointing it.
According to a tradition, that has a
late tradition, the place indicated as
the site of the shipwreck is the Islet of
Selmunett, known also as Saint Paul’s
Island, at the entrance to Saint Paul’s
Bay. The Islet is the continuation of
the rocky promontory of Selmun that
separates Mellieha Bay from Saint
Paul’s Bay. It is 1180 meters long and
it truly lies “between two seas”, that
is between the outer sea and the bay.
Since the Islet is aligned in a southwestern to north-eastern direction,
the incoming rollers from the Gregale
split in two directions when they hit its
north-eastern end, and create a kind

Gregale weather at the entrance to the Malta Grand Harbour
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of cross-current at the entrance to
Saint Paul’s Bay. The Islet has a stone
statue of Saint Paul at its top, the
work of Sigismondo and Salvatore
Dimech, that was placed on a stone
pedestal by Salvatore Borg in 1845. It
is difficult to imagine how Paul and all
his companions could have swam safely to the pointed rocks of the Islet
without being drowned in the enormous waves. And even if they would
have landed safely on the Islet, they
would have had to be rescued from it
to be able to arrive safely ashore, as
the author of the Acts states. They
could have swam to Mistra Bay, which
is not far away. This conjecture, however, does not fit with the description
that they were welcomed by the
island’s inhabitants, since that area of
Malta was practically uninhabited at
the time. On the other side of Saint
Paul’s Bay, much closer to land, there
is another reef, called in Maltese ilBlat ta’ l-Ghasselin, that has been
traditionally linked with the site of the
shipwreck for various reasons, including the presence of the nearby church
of San Pawl tal-Hgejjeg, already mentioned in historical documents in 1536,
and considered to mark the place
where the Apostle Paul was welcomed
by the natives. The name ta’ l-Ghasselin has also been interpreted as the
Semitic rendering of the Greek word
dithálassos, although there is no etymological evidence to prove this.
Another place that is indicated is the
rocky headland jutting out between
Saint Paul’s Bay and Salina Bay, near
the Qawra tower. It is not exactly a
reef, and it is joined to the mainland
by a very narrow stretch of rock, but it
does correspond to the description of
the Acts, being aligned also in the
same direction as the Islet of
Selmunett.
It becomes also more
credible as a probable place of shipwreck if one accepts the possibility,
not historically proved, that the
20

archaeological remains of a Roman
villa at the chapel of San Pawl Milqi at
Burmarrad, are those of the country
house of Publius, the prince of the
island who welcomed Paul and all the
shipwrecked men in his house for
three days. It is certain that Malta was
uninhabited further north, that is in
the direction of Mistra and Selmunett,
but that the Wardija hills above
Burmarrad were inhabited, since they
have yielded precious archaeological
remains even further uphill. The problem remains, however that, had Paul
been shipwrecked on the Qawra headland, it would have been relatively
easy to swim ashore in the relatively
shallow waters of Salina Bay. Sea
soundings out of Qawra point do show
that there is a relatively low-lying
underwater reef.5 We do not know
whether it might have been above
water in the first century. In the
unlikely event that it was, it would
certainly have been a possible place
where a ship could run aground, and
being rather far out from both Saint
Paul’s Bay and Salina Bay, the fact that
the men had to swim ashore would be
easily explained. The last possibility
could be that of the Blata ta’ l-Ghallis
reef, further down the coast. But
even here the distance to land is minimal and there is no beach nearby,
except that of Qalet Marku, which
faces the northwest and not the northeast. No other plausible suggestion
can be made, except for the bays facing east, namely Marsascala, San
Tumas, or the small bays at Peter’s
Pool and Delimara, or maybe
Marsaxlokk. But these bays are situated slightly south of what the ship’s
course could have been, given the
direction of the rollers coming in from
the east-northeast. Obviously all these
theories do not diminish the value of
the Christian tradition that has linked
the shipwreck site to the Islet of
Selmunett since the 18th century. We
THE LAND OF THE PROMISE - February 2010
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have to admit, however, that, as yet
we do not possess any exact indication
of the site where the shipwreck actually took place that goes far back to
the early centuries of Christianity in
our islands. However the area around
Saint Paul’s Bay and Salina Bay is the
most sensible explanation and most
likely corresponds to historical truth.
When they hit the reef the ship
began to break apart at the stern.
Although the soldiers wanted to kill
the prisoners, so that they could not
escape by swimming, the centurion
again showed a gesture of courtesy
towards Paul, and ordered everybody
to reach land by swimming, and to
make use of broken pieces of planks
from the ship. In this way everybody
made it to land safe and sound. For
Paul this was the fourth shipwreck
(2Cor 11:25).
PAUL IN MALTA
“Once we had come safely
through, we discovered that the island
was called Malta” (Acts 28:1). The
majority of modern scholars agree that
the name Melíte in Acts refers truly to
the island of Malta. However great
doubts were voiced in the past regarding this attribution. The controversy
began in the year 950, when the
Byzantine emperor Constantine II
Porphyrogennetos, in his writing De
Administrando Imperio, stated that
the island of Melíte mentioned by Luke
in Acts was an island in the Adriatic
called Meleda, nowadays Mljet, a narrow island some kilometres out of
Dubrovnik in Croatia.
This thesis
became a full-blown controversy in
1730 when Ignatius Georgi, a
Benedictine abbot of the monastery of
Veliko Jezero on Meleda published a
study in which he defended that island
as the site of the Apostle’s shipwreck.
We have already mentioned the practiFebruary 2010 - THE LAND OF THE PROMISE

cal impossibility of such a conjecture
and our readers can refer to the scholarly work of Mario Buhagiar, quoted in
the endnotes for further details regarding this argument.
Acts 28:1-11 present the conclusion of the narrative block of Acts
27:1 – 28:11: “Once we had come
safely through, we discovered that the
island was called Malta. The inhabitants treated us with unusual kindness.
They made us all welcome by lighting
a huge fire because it had started to
rain and the weather was cold. Paul
had collected a bundle of sticks and
was putting them on the fire when a
viper brought our by the heat attached
itself to his hand. When the inhabitants saw the creature hanging from his
hand they said to one another: ‘That
man must be a murderer; he may have
escaped the sea, but divine justice
would not let him live.’ However, he
shook the creature off into the fire and
came to no harm, although they were
expecting him at any moment to swell
up or drop dead on the spot. After
they had waited a long time without
seeing anything out of the ordinary
happen to him, they changed their
minds and began to say he was a god.
In that neighbourhood there were
estates belonging to the chief man of
the island, whose name was Publius.
He received us and entertained us hospitably for three days. It happened
that Publius’ father was in bed, suffering from fever and dysentery. Paul
went in to see him, and after a prayer
he laid his hands on the man and
healed him. When this happened, the
other sick people on the island also
came and were cured; they honoured
us with many marks of respect, and
when we sailed they put on board the
provisions we needed. At the end of
three months we set sail in a ship that
had wintered in the island; she came
from Alexandria and her figurehead
was the Twins.”
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The narrative composition by
Luke is made up of the following sections: (1) 28:1-2a – introduction; (2)
28:2b-6 – the narration of the viper
which attaches itself to Paul’s hand
and the veneration of the island’s
natives towards Paul; (3) 28:7-8 – Paul

November and lasts until February.
Now if, as we have stated earlier, in
the year 60 AD the Jewish festival of
Yom Kippur fell on 24th October, and
Paul left Crete after well after this
feast, and also if we calculate that the
ship was caught in the Gregale gale for

St. Paul’s Islet, traditional site of the shipwreck
heals Publius’ father and the other sick
persons on the island.
The natives are indicated by
the Greek expression oí te bárbaroi,
that is, natives who could not speak
Greek, “barbarians”, since they spoke
a neo-Punic dialect, even though Malta
and Gozo were two Roman municipia.
The fact that Luke says that it was
raining and the weather was cold is a
fairly correct indication of the time of
year in which Paul arrived in Malta,
namely the rainy season that starts in
22

a fortnight, then we can safely conclude that he arrived in Malta round
about mid to end of November 60 AD.
The wintry weather described in Acts
starts around this period in Malta, and
in the late autumn a Gregale gale is
highly probable (as happened during
the famous Malta summit between
Presidents George Bush and Mikhail
Gorbachev on 3rd December 1987, or
on the feast of the Immaculate
Conception on 8th December 1988).
Luke describes with tones of
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gratitude the hospitality shown by the
Maltese towards Paul and his companions. The author of the Acts wants to
demonstrate that Paul was chosen to
give witness to Christ to the furthest
ends of the earth. Precisely because
he was a witness to God, Paul was also
a wonder-worker who offered salvation to all those who were in need.
From a historical point of view Acts
28:1-11 pertains with certainty to
trustworthy traditions linked with the
passage of the Apostle Paul on the
island of Malta. Indeed, no other
place that boasts of having welcomed
Paul who was shipwrecked on his way
to Rome can provide so much solid
proof from local traditions and cult as
the island of Malta. In this section
there are two episodes of “miraculous
events” linked to local Maltese tradition, and Luke elaborated upon these
traditions by following models of
Hellenistic literature.
The first episode is that of the
viper that attached itself to Paul’s
hand. The episode reminds one of the
funeral epigrams of Greek literature:
the epigram of Antipatros of
Thessalonica (1st century BC), that of
Leonida of Alexandria (1st century AC)
and that of Satilius Flaccus (1st century
AC). These three epigrams speak
about the death of personages who
were bitten by snakes after having
escaped from drowning. In the case of
Acts, since Luke wants to show that
Paul was protected by God, he not only
presents the Apostle as having been
preserved from drowning, but also as
having been saved from the deadly
venom of a viper. He also describes
the reaction among the local Maltese
natives, who from a negative judgment regarding Paul (“that man must
be a murderer”) that the personified
Justice (diké) did not permit to live,
began to consider Paul as a kind of
divinity (“they began saying that he
was a god”). In this way Luke presents
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Paul as a wonder-worker, a witness of
God’s salvation to all mankind.
Nowadays there are no poisonous
snakes in Malta, at least those species
which are deadly to human beings.
Some scholars maintain that the viper
that attached itself to Paul’s hands
was the coronella leopardina, which is
similar to a viper, but is not poisonous.
Nevertheless the natives expected
Paul to die when they saw the viper
attached to his hand; this means that,
for them, that reptile was indeed poisonous. We cannot insist further upon
this detail, except to state that, even
though nowadays there are no deadly
snakes in Malta, this does not necessarily mean that there could not have
existed a poisonous species of vipers
during the 1st century.6
The second episode refers to
the healing of Publius’ father. Luke
calls Publius prôtos tes nésou, “chief
man of the island” or “prince of the
island”. We do not know whether he
was a magistrate or another nobleman
of Malta. There exists, however, a
reference to this post in some inscriptions found on Malta, one of which
dates from the time of Tiberius, and
speaks about the prôtos Melitaíon.
According to a local tradition, the villa
of Publius was situated close to the
present-day village of Burmarrad,
some 2 kilometres inland from Salina
Bay, in the archaeological site of the
chapel of San Pawl Milqi. In this
place, in the years 1963-1968 the
Missione Archeologica Italiana conducted some archaeological digs
underneath and around the chapel of
San Pawl Milqi, that was built in 1616
upon the remains of another older
chapel dating from the 15th century.
The archaeological team discovered
the remains of a country villa and an
agricultural establishment dating back
to the 2nd century BC. The villa occupied the place of an earlier building
from Punic times, and remained stand23
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ing until the Arab conquest of Malta in
the 9th century. It consisted of a residential compound, together with other
buildings linked with an olive press.
Although local tradition has linked this
place to the villa of Publius, it is difficult to know with certainty whether,
in fact, the archaeological remains do
confirm this hypothesis, or even the
other thesis of another villa further up
on the Wardija ridge, where today the
small chapel of San Gwann tal-Hriereb
stands. This villa was also built during
Roman times and a stone basin is traditionally held to have been a baptismal font used by Paul to baptise the
Maltese natives. Apart from these
conjectures, Acts show that Publius
accomplished an act of great generosity when he welcomed and entertained

modern buildings at Qawra, in past
times one could still see the whole of
Salina Bay up to Qawra point from this
elevated spot, and it would also have
been possible to see beyond, even up
to the Islet of Selmunett at the
entrance to Saint Paul’s Bay. It could
be probable that the inhabitants of the
villa could have witnessed the ship
breaking apart on the rocks or shoals
of this area which, as we have seen, is
the most indicated as the probable
site of the shipwreck.
Paul came to know that Publius’
father lay ill with “suffering from
fever and dysentery”. These symptoms described by Luke in Acts 28:8
correspond to the kind of fever that
was common in the Maltese islands
until the Second World War, and which

The entrance of St. Paul’s Bay with the Islet of Selmunett
276 persons in his villa for three days.
Indeed, although nowadays the view
from San Pawl Milqi is obstructed by
24

is technically known as Micrococcus
Melitensis or Brucellosis Melitensis,
which was discovered in 1887. This is
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a germ that infects goat’s milk and
that produces high fever and dysentery in persons who drink the milk
without first boiling it. Paul healed
Publius’ father by praying and then
laying his hands on him. The fame of
the miracle spread like wildfire on the
island and soon the other natives
brought their sick to Paul so that he
would pray on them and cure them.
The local natives, who are
praised for their rare hospitality
towards Paul and his companions,
remained steadfast in their kindness to
the very end, if we consider what the
author of the Acts states in 28:10-11,
when he states that “they honoured us
with many marks of respect, and when
we sailed they put on board the provisions we needed. At the end of three
months we set sail in a ship that had
wintered in the island.”
The Acts do not provide us with
any further details as to what Paul
accomplished during the three winter
months that he spent in Malta. Local
traditions abound with legendary
accounts as to the evangelisation of
the Maltese by the Apostle, their conversion to Christianity, Paul’s sojourn
in the town of Mélita (in what is nowadays venerated as Saint Paul’s Grotto
in Rabat), his preaching at Naxxar and
the miraculous relaying of his message
to the sister island of Gozo, and the
consecration of Publius as the first
bishop of the island. We have to admit
that many of these facts are simply
legendary accounts that have no basis
in historical truth or, at least, are not
historically documented. What we do
know is that the first signs of
Christianity in Malta go back to the 3rd
– 4th centuries, and that the cult of
Saint Paul is not older than the 13th
century. However, if we are familiar
with Paul’s great courage and initiative to spread the Gospel wherever he
went, it is highly likely that he also
preached in Malta where he remained
February 2010 - THE LAND OF THE PROMISE

for three whole months. Local traditions in Malta are strong enough to
warrant a serious consideration of the
possibility that the Apostle did not
leave the island without having
preached Christ to its inhabitants.
One final consideration. Luke
states that, after the departure from
Malta, “we put in at Syracuse and
spent three days there; from there we
followed the coast up to Rhegium.
After one day there a south wind
sprang up and on the second day we
made Puteoli” (Acts 28:12b-13). How
is it possible to deny that the shipwreck site of the Apostle is Malta,
when the geographical indications are
so clear? It is from Malta that a ship
can easily travel northwards to Sicily
and touch Syracuse and proceed on to
Rhegium and then into the Tyrrhenian
Sea on to the Gulf of Naples. To imagine such a journey from Cephalonia,
which would entail crossing the Ionian
Sea or, worse still, from Mljet, which is
directly opposite the Italian coast
between Pescara and Bari, and make a
journey around the toe of Italy is
absurd. Topographical and climatological considerations in the island of
Malta all favour the island’s claim of
having welcomed the Apostle Paul
when he was shipwrecked on its northern shores
NOTES:
For a detailed Scriptural analysis of the
account of Paul’s journey to Rome, cfr.
A. MARCELLO BUSCEMI, San Paolo. Vita,
opera e messaggio (SBF Analecta 43),
Edizioni Terra Santa, Milano 2008, a
reprint of the 2nd edition (1997), with
many bibliographical indications.
2
Cfr. M. BUHAGIAR, “The St. Paul
Shipwreck Controversy. An Assessment
of the Source Material,” in Melita
Historica, Proceedings of History Week
(1993), The Malta Historical Society
1997, 181-213, particularly pages 197200. In pages 186-192 the author discusses the various theories regarding
1
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the sites indicated by historians as possibly indicating Melite of the Acts,
namely Malta, Meleda (Mljet) in the
Adriatric, or Cephalonia in Greece. In
pages 200-210 the author discusses the
local traditions and cult of Saint Paul in
Malta, as well as the places venerated
in memory of the Apostle, particularly
the Grotto of Saint Paul in Rabat.
3
Euroclydon, or Euraquilo strong and
cold wind that blows from the northeast in the western and central
Mediterranean region, mainly in winter.
Most pronounced on the island of Malta,
the Gregale sometimes approaches
hurricane force and endangers shipping
there. A Gregale that lasts four or five
days is usually the result of a flow of air
from central or southern Europe toward
Libya. One that lasts only one or two
days is caused by the passage of a lowpressure centre over the southern
Mediterranean.
4 According to weather records from the
Met Office in Malta International
Airport, on 24th January 2008 the direction of the wind was NE, with maximum
gusts of 74km/H. On 25th January at
2pm the winds veered in a north-westerly direction, as is normally the case
when the Gregale gale ends. Cfr. www.

wunderground.com/history/airport/
LMML/2008/1/24/DailyHistory.html.
5 This area lies some 400 meters out of
Qawra point and is roughly 35 meters
deep. On 19th July 1999 the ex-Gozo
ferry, the MV Imperial Eagle was scuttled at this point. The depth of 35
meters roughly corresponds to the narration of the Acts (20 fathoms), but
seems too deep and too far out to suggest that the vessel could have possibly
been shipwrecked at that point.
6
There are currently four species of
snakes in Malta. These are (1) the
Telescopus fallax fallax, or Cat Snake
(known simply as Serp in Maltese), that
is poisonous, but can only harm small
animals; (2) the Elaphe situal leopardina, or Leopard Snake (known in
Maltese as Lifgha, that is, Viper), which
is an indigenous snake of the Maltese
islands, and might be the species to
which Luke refers when he says that a
“viper” attached itself to Paul’s hand;
(3) the Coluber viridiflavus carbonarius, or Black Whip Snake (Serp Iswed
in Maltese); (4) the Coluber florulentus
algirus, or Algerian Whip Snake (Serp)
Algerin in Maltese). Cfr. http://www.
shadowservices.com/nature/Maltese/
biology/snakes.htm.

POPE BENEDICT XVI ON ST. FRANCIS
AND THE HOLY LAND

During his weekly address of the General Audience in the Vatican on Wednesday 27
January, Pope Benedict XVI continued his series of teachings on the Mendicant Religious Orders by
speaking about St. Francis of Assisi and the Order of Friars Minor. Among other things the Pope
mentioned the intimate link between Francis, his brothers and the Holy Land.
“In 1219 Francis obtained the permit to go to speak with the Muslim Sultan of Egypt
Melek-el-Kâmel, in order to preach the Gospel of Jesus. I wish to underline this episode in the life of
St. Francis, because it contains a great relevance to the present. In a time when there was a war being
waged between Christianity and Islam, Francis, voluntarily armed only with his faith and with his
personal meekness, embarked with success on the road of dialogue. The chronicles of the time speak
about the benevolent and cordial welcome that Francis received on the part of the Muslim Sultan.
This example is a model which should inspire today’s relationships between Christians and Muslims:
namely to promote a dialogue in truth, in reciprocal respect and in mutual understanding (cfr.. Nostra
Aetate, 3). It seems then, that in 1220 Francis visited the Holy Land, and thus planted a seed that
would grow and produce abundant fruit. In fact, his spiritual sons made of the Places in which Jesus
lived the privileged environment of their mission. With gratitude I today think of the great merits of
the Franciscan Custody of the Holy Land.”
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CAESAREA MARITIMA
AND PAUL OF TARSUS
Noel Muscat ofm

H

orvot Caesarea is one of Israel’s
most important archaeological
sites. Situated half-way between Tel
Aviv and Haifa, north of Hadera on
the sandy Mediterranean coast, it is
one of Israel’s major tourist attractions.
For Christians, Caesarea
Maritima, however, is more than just
one of Israel’s archaeological parks.
It marks the city in which the Apostle
Paul was imprisoned awaiting his trial
in Rome, and from where he left in
his eventful voyage to the eternal city
that landed him also in our island
home of Malta in AD 60.
THE HISTORY OF CAESAREA
MARITIMA1
The original name of this site,
which was a port on the Palestinian
coast, was Stratonospyrgos, or
Straton’s Tower, after its founder
Straton, who is believed to have been
the ruler of the Phoenician town of
Sidon in the 4th century BC. In the
year 96 BC Alexander Janneus (Yannai),
king of Judea (103-76 BC), son of John
Hyrcanus, captured the city and
brought it under Hasmonean rule.
When Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus
(Pompey) captured Palestine in 63 BC
the city fell under Roman rule. It was,
for a time, under the possession of
Cleopatra, ruler of Egypt, until emperor Augustus gave it as a gift to king
Herod the Great (37-4 BC).
Herod had great projects for the
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Phoenician port. On this site he built
a grand new city and a deep-sea harbour, called Sebastos (Augustus) in
Greek. According to the Jewish historian Josephus Flavius it was the largest
harbour on the east Mediterranean
coast. It had a 400 metre long breakwater, which is nowadays submerged
to a depth of about 5 metres, together
with an inner quay and an anchorage
area. The breakwater collapsed, but
the Byzantine Emperor Anastasius
(491-518) repaired it. Although the
harbour was abandoned during Arab
domination, it was restored again in
the 9th century and the Crusaders built
a new breakwater with columns taken
from the Byzantine remains of
Caesarea.
The city included an aqueduct
bringing abundant water from the
Shuni springs at the foot of the Carmel
range, some 9 kilometres north. Later
on other water sources were added,
particularly that of the Crocodile River.
The aqueduct has three canals and in
low-lying areas is built on a series of
arches. When it crossed the Kurkar
ridge the aqueduct carried the water
through a tunnel.
King Herod renamed the city
Cesarea in honour of the emperor. In
the year 6 BC Caesarea became the
headquarters of the Roman governors,
or Procurators, of Judea, and of the
10th Roman Legion.
The temple of the Roman city was
dedicated to Augustus Caesar, and was
built high above the harbour. In the
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southern part of the city stood the
palace of king Herod, built on a rocky
promontory jutting out into the sea. It
was a splendid building with sea views
all round, measuring 110 by 60 metres.
The city also included a hippodrome
that is still clearly visible. It has the
form of an amphitheatre, oriented in a
north-south direction, and measuring
64 by 31 metres. In Herodian times it

Procurator of Judea in a Latin tribute
he paid to Tiberius, containing the
words Tiberivm and tivs Pilatus. The
stone is the most convincing proof of
the existence of this Roman Governor
of Judea during the 1st century (AD
26-36), and is now preserved in the
Israeli Museum.
The First Jewish Revolt of AD 66-70
began in Caesarea when the Jews were

Caesarea Amphitheatre from the South
could hold 8,000 spectators, but its
seating capacity was enlarged to
include as many as 15,000.
The
amphitheatre, as we have said, was
used also for chariot and horse races.
The theatre stands at the extreme
south of the city. It was also built by
king Herod, facing the sea and could
seat thousands in a semi-circular structure of vaults. The floor of the orchestra was later on paved with marble. It
was in this excavated theatre that a
stone inscription was found in 1959-63,
bearing the name of Pontius Pilate,
28

offended at a pagan ceremony conducted on the Shabbat close to the
synagogue. The Romans did not defend
the Jews in their protests and these
rose up in rebellion. When the Romans
finally destroyed Jerusalem and the
Temple in AD 70, Caesarea became the
capital of Palestine. Caesarea was
also the site where the Romans executed Rabbi Akiva, who developed the
exegetical method of the Mishnah,
after the Second Jewish Revolt in
which he supported the messianic
claims of Simon Bar Kokhva in AD 135.
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During Byzantine times Caesarea
became a Christian city, when emperor
Constantine declared Christianity as
the state religion in AD 325.. Origen
founded a Christian academy in the
city, which included a library of 30,000
manuscripts. At the beginning of the
4th century Eusebius, who was Bishop
of Caesarea, wrote his monumental
Historia Ecclesiastica and the
Onomasticon, which is a comprehensive geographical-historical study of
the Holy Land. The city had a mainly
Christian population, with Jewish and
Samaritan communities that built
elaborate synagogues. In front of the
harbour, under the podium of the
Temple of Augustus, vaults are remains
of shops that were built in this area.
The main church was the Martyrion
of the Holy Procopius, built during the
6th century on the remains of the
Roman temple.
Like many other
Byzantine churches, this was an octagonal church. Several Corinthian capitals with crosses were found as remains
of this church.
Other prominent Roman and
Byzantine remains include bath houses, most of them paved with mosaics,
and the caldarium (hot-room).
In 639 Caesarea was conquered by
the Arabs and its importance dwindled. However, remains of a wall dating from the 10th century, and which
encircled the Arab town, have been
found.
The Crusaders captured Caesarea in
1101, under the leadership of King
Baldwin I. Caesarea became the seat
of an archbishop, and it was settled
not only by Franks, but also by Oriental
Christians and Muslims. The Genoese
found a green-coloured glass vessel in
the city and believed it to be the
famous relic of the Holy Grail, the
chalice used by Jesus during the Last
Supper. They took it to Genoa and
placed in the church of San Lorenzo.
Saladin captured Caesarea at the
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end of the Crusader kingdom of
Jerusalem in 1187. King Richard the
Lionheart of England recaptured it in
1191 and expelled its Muslim inhabitants.
Another Crusader king, Saint Louis
IX of France restored and fortified
Caesarea in 1251-52. The remains of
the crusader walls and the crusader
gate, which is still intact, can be still
admired at the entrance to the archaeological site.
The Crusaders also built a cathedral
in Caesarea on the podium built by
King Herod where the Temple of
Augustus once stood. The 12th century
cathedral, dedicated to Saint Peter
the Apostle, was not very large. It had
a central nave and two aisles that
ended in three apses on the east. The
floor was paved with mosaics. Crusader
Caesarea was destroyed completely in
1265 when the Mamluk Sultan Baybars
attacked it, and then razed the fortifications to the ground.
The city
remained abandoned, the harbour
filled with silt and sand, until it was
excavated and restored to its present
splendour in various expeditions by the
Israeli Antiquities Authority.
THE PRESENCE OF SAINT PAUL IN
CAESAREA
Caesarea is first mentioned in the
Acts of the Apostles, chapter 10, with
reference to the Apostle Peter. After a
miraculous vision at Jaffa, Peter is
inspired to travel northwards along the
coast to Caesarea, since he had been
called by the centurion Cornelius who
wanted to accept the Christian faith.
Caesarea was the place where the first
baptisms of pagans to the Christian
faith took place.
For us, however, it is more important to indicate the importance of
Caesarea as the place where the
Apostle Paul was imprisoned for two
29
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years before he left on his eventful
voyage to Rome.2
The presence of Paul in Ceasarea is
linked with his return to the Holy Land
at the end of his third missionary journey. After having saluted the presbyters of Miletus, Paul put out to sea and
journeyed to the islands of Cos and
Rhodes and then on to Patara. From
there he boarded a ship bound for
Phoenicia. Passing south of Cyprus the
ship continued on its course to the
port of Tyre and Acre (Ptolemais), and
then arrived at Caesarea. There Paul
resided in the house of the deacon
Philip, where the prophet Agabus from
Judaea visited him and prophesied his
future imprisonment in Jerusalem. In
spite of this warning Paul decided to
go up to Jerusalem just the same (Acts
21:1-14).
Upon arrival in Jerusalem, Paul
went to visit James and the elders.
The meeting was cordial and diplomatic. Paul recounted the events of
his missionary journeys. The elders,
however, advised Paul to show publicly
that he had not denied his Jewish religion, and asked him to accompany four
men to the Temple and pay the expenses of their nazirite vow (Acts 21:1526).
It was the feast of Pentecost and
Jerusalem was full of observant Jews
who came on pilgrimage. Some of
them who came from proconsular Asia,
and who probably knew Paul and
Timothy in Ephesus accused him of
having profaned the Temple by introducing pagans, since they had seen
him in the company of Trophimus of
Ephesus. The mob attacked Paul, but
the Roman soldiers stationed in the
Antonia fortress intervened and the
tribune of the cohort ordered them to
bring Paul into the fortress.
But
before being led inside the fortress
Paul asked for permission to speak in
Hebrew to the Jews (Acts 21:27-40).
The speech of Paul is an autobio30

graphical account of the greatest
importance. The Acts show that Paul’s
conclusion regarding his preaching to
the pagans infuriated the crowd, and
Paul had to be carried shoulder high
inside the fortress in order to avoid
the danger of lynching by the crowd.
At this point the tribune wanted to
flog Paul, but the Apostle declared
that he was a Roman citizen and
Claudius Lysias, the tribune, had to
apologise, but the following day he
brought Paul in front of the Sanhedrin
(Acts 22:1-30).
Paul defended himself in front of
the High Priest Ananias, elected in AD
49 and murdered in AD 60, and with a
great ability managed to draw the two
parties in the council, namely the
Pharisees and Sadducees, into a conflict, since he proclaimed himself to
be a Pharisee who was accused unjustly on account of his faith in the resurrection (Acts 23:1-11).
A conspiracy to kill Paul was discovered by Paul’s nephew, who went to
inform Paul and was in turn sent to the
tribune. At this point Cladius Lysias
decided to send Paul to Caesarea for
safekeeping, in order to avoid him
being murdered by the Jewish fanatics
who supported the chief priests and
elders (Acts 23:12-22).
The tribune wrote the litterae
dimissoriae or elogium addressed to
the Roman Governor Felix, who resided in Caesarea, and sent Paul in the
middle of the night escorted by soldiers, who took him to Antipatris (Tel
Afek - Yarqon) and then on to Caesarea.
“On arriving at Caesarea the escort
delivered the letter to the governor
and handed Paul over to him. The governor read the letter and asked him
what province he came from. Learning
that he was from Cilicia he said, ‘I will
hear your case as soon as your accusers
are here too.’ Then he ordered him to
be held in Herod’s praetorium” (Acts
23:31-35).
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This reference to Herod’s praetorium is a precious detail. The praetorium is indicated in the public area of
Herod’s palace, known as the upper
palace, to be distinguished from the
lower palace on the rocky promontory.
It was in the upper palace that Paul
was kept in captivity (custodia militaris) for two years, first under the
Roman Governor Felix who, anxious to
gain the favour of the Jews, kept him
in prison when the new Governor,
Festus (AD 59-62), arrived.
The
account of Paul’s defence before the
Roman Governor Felix and before
Festus is described in Acts 24 and 25.
It was before Festus and the Jews who
came from Jerusalem to accuse him
that Paul declared that he wanted to
appeal his case before the Roman
emperor in Rome:
“Paul’s defence was this, ‘I have
committed no offence whatever
against either Jewish law, or the
Temple, or Caesar.’ Festus was anxious
to gain favour with the Jews, so he
said to Paul, ‘Are you willing to go up
to Jerusalem and be tried on these
charges before me there?’ But Paul
replied, ‘I am standing before the tribunal of Caesar and this is where I
should be tried. I have done the Jews
no wrong, as you very well know. If I
am guilty of committing any capital
crime, I do not ask to be spared the
death penalty. But if there is no substance in the accusations these persons bring against me, no one has a
right to surrender me to them. I appeal
to Caesar.’ Then Festus conferred with
his advisers and replied, ‘You have
appealed to Caesar; to Caesar you
shall go.’” (Acts 25:8-12).
It was in the audience hall of the
upper palace that these events unfolded, as did the subsequent defence of
Paul in front of King Agrippa and
Berenice (Acts 25:13 – 26:32).
The Crusader remains of the harbour quay at Caesarea, built upon the
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solid large stones of the Herodian quay
mark the place where Paul left for
Italy in the autumn of AD 60 on his
eventful voyage that landed him after
a storm on the shores of Malta, where
he wintered before proceeding on his
journey to Rome.
NOTES

The historical information for this section has been taken mainly from the
Jewish Virtual Library website at
http://www.jewish-virtuallibrary.org/
jsource/Archaeology.html.
2 The biblical indications of this section
are taken from a paper by Eugenio
Alliata ofm (Studium Biblicum
Franciscanum, Jerusalem), entitled
“Memorie di Paolo in Terra Santa (con
proiezioni)”, which can be found at
http://www.custodia.fr/IMG.pdf/
ABT34_09Alliata.pdf.
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discovered that the island was
“ We
called Malta. The inhabitants
treated us with unusual kindness
”
(Acts 28:1-2)
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