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During a recent visit to the Tower of David, where there is an
interesting museum on the history of Jerusalem, I came across
the figures of Christian religious who have been traditionally
present in the Holy City for centuries. To my dismay I noticed
that, among the various historical reminders of familiar faces in
Jerusalem, the Christian religious on display were only two,
namely a Greek Orthodox monk and an Armenian Orthodox
monk. The brown habit and white cord of the Franciscan friars
are not on display.
Apart from an obvious lacuna dictated maybe by reasons of
space or by simple ignorance of the complex Christian reality of
the Holy Land, it is sometimes sad to notice that we, Franciscans,
are “unknown” custodians of the Holy Places not only among
other religions in the Holy Land (I repeat, this is maybe
comprehensible in itself), but even among Christians themselves.
I have met Catholic pilgrims in the Holy Land who do not know
that we are Franciscans, let alone that we have been custodians
of the Holy Places ever since the 14th century. To my consolation
I have also heard Israeli or Palestinian guides speaking about
Franciscans in the shrines, and in one case even mentioning the
sterling work of Franciscan archaeologists in Capernaum.
Among Catholic spiritual animators of pilgrimages the ignorance
is unforgivable, especially if it is the result of a deliberate
omission. Indeed, for any Christian pilgrim or tourist on visit to
the Holy Land, the fact of not being aware of the presence of
Franciscan brothers in the shrines is tantamount to deliberate
blindness. Franciscans are present round the clock in the Holy
Sepulchre Basilica in Jerusalem and in the Nativity Basilica in
Bethlehem, together with the Greek Orthodox and Armenian
Orthodox monks already mentioned. They are present in the
Annunciation Basilica in Nazareth, in Cana, on Mount Tabor, in
Capernaum and Tabgha on the Lake of Galilee, in the three
shrines at Ain Karem (St. John the Baptist, Visitation, and St.
John in the Desert), in Emmaus, in the Shepherds Field and Milk
Grotto in Bethlehem, in Gethsemane, Dominus Flevit and
alongside the Cenacle in Jerusalem, at the Flagellation monastery
where the Via Dolorosa begins, and at Saint Saviour’s Monastery
in Jerusalem, the headquarters of the Holy Land Custody, not to
mention other churches, parishes and monasteries spread out in
practically all the countries of the Middle East.
Since the mid-19th century the Holy Land has been hosting everincreasing numbers of Catholic religious organisations. Indeed
the flourishing of these Catholic religious Orders is a sign of the
openness to religious dialogue and to religious freedom
guaranteed at an official level in the modern State of Israel and
in the Palestinian Authority. Since 1847 the Holy Land has
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witnessed the re-establishment of the Latin Patriarchate in the diocese of
Jerusalem, and thus a well-organised local Church is also present, catering
for the needs of Catholics in Israel, Palestine, Jordan and Cyprus. Famous
centres of biblical studies have been born, including the École Biblique of
the Dominicans, the Jesuit Pontifical Biblical Institute, and also the
Studium Biblicum Franciscanum.
What many fail to know, however, is that, between the fall of the Crusader
Kingdom of Jerusalem in 1291 and the re-establishment of the Latin
Patriarchate in 1847, the only Catholic religious permitted and present in
the Holy Land were the Franciscans. Ever since the Fifth Crusade, when
Francis visited the Sultan of Egypt in Damietta in 1219, the Franciscans,
known locally as “brothers of the cord” have been roaming the Holy Land
and guarding the places holy to Christianity. In 1335 they settled
definitively at the Cenacle, where there are still evident traces of their first
monastery. Unfortunately the Ottoman Turks kicked them out of their
house in 1551 and they had to move to Saint Saviour’s monastery. On 21
November 1342 Pope Clement VI officially recognised the Franciscan
friars as the custodians of the Holy Places in the name of the Roman
Catholic Church. The Franciscans have been faithful to this calling ever
since, even defending the Holy Places with the sacrifice of their own lives.
They have never gone back from their calling, even in difficult moments
when the Ottoman Turks preferred the Greek Orthodox monks who were
their subjects to the detriment of the Catholic Franciscans, who ended up
without the support of their Catholic realms (France, Spain and Italy)
during and after the French Revolution. In the midst of all these
tribulations the Franciscans have stayed put, they have rebuilt ruined
shrines over and over again, they have suffered imprisonment, humiliation,
exile, but have always returned. Those were the times when nobody dared
come to the Holy Land. The Franciscans, and they alone, remained to take
care of the local Christians. The Church has always been grateful to their
staunch resilience and courage.
Times have luckily changed. There is no official persecution against
Christians in the Holy Land, except for the usual political and social
problems we are all familiar with and which obviously involve local
Christians and the religious who live permanently with them. Nowadays
thousands upon thousands of pilgrims and religious tourists are invading
the Holy Land. Many TV crews come to film and report on events in the
shrines especially during the Christian feasts. You meet a growing number
of “experts” on the Holy Land, including Catholic religious who have
been educated by the Franciscans themselves and who now are well
established in the pilgrim animation apostolate. Local hierarchy is very
much at the limelight and many social and religious initiatives by the local
Church are advertised for fundraising abroad. What many do not know is
that the Franciscans have forked out resources and personnel at a great
price to put up a structure of shrines, institutions, academic centres and
media outlets at the service of the local and universal Church. They have
done so because they believe that they are here to serve the Church. They
will continue doing so in order to be faithful to their mission. And in so
doing they are continuing to prove that the Holy Land is also Franciscan,
ever has been and will remain, because the Franciscan heart has fallen in
love with the Holy Land long before anyone else did. They merit at least
a simple recognition, hopefully not only in the Tower of David.
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THE PAINTING OF THE
RESURRECTION
IN FRONT OF THE ÆDICULE
OF THE HOLY SEPULCHRE
English adaptation of an article by A. Arce ofm, El Cuadro Tricentenario de la
Resurrección en el Santo Sepulcro (1659-1959), in Tierra Santa. Revista Mensual
Ilustrada de la Custodia de Tierra Santa, Tomo 34, N. 362-3 (Marzo-Abril 1959),
94-97.

P

ilgrims who visit the Holy
Sepulchre can easily admire a
precious painting in front of them,
especially those who come to visit for
the first time the holy place from
where Christ was gloriously raised
from death. Without doubt, although
many pilgrims come to this holy place,
few ever stop to admire it. More than
once some of them notice the artistic
value of the painting, and ask for
information regarding its history and
its author. The occasion to speak
about this painting is special, since it
is exactly three centuries that this
painting has been placed in front of
the Holy Sepulchre (1659-1959).
The painting is placed high on
the façade of the Ædicule of the Holy
Sepulchre, just above the low door
from which one enters into the Chapel
of the Angel.
It is not possible to know, at
this stage, whether this painting has
always occupied this prominent place.
Maybe it is a good thing to suppose
that it has always been placed in this
prominent spot. It was certainly
hanging there before the fire of 1808
which destroyed much of the Basilica
of the Holy Sepulchre. We know this
from the clear information given to us
4

by an exceptional eyewitness of the
event.
Father Trifón Lopez (17751857), who was missionary in the Holy
Land from 1804 to 1857, and who lived
as a venerable religious for his age,
physical health and virtues, when
speaking about the fire, recounts how
all religious of all the rites present in
the Basilica tried desperately to save
from the fire whatever they could, and
how our Franciscan religious likewise
immediately set out to save the
Franciscan works of art in the shrine.
They first took away the lamps in front
of the Holy Sepulchre, and the painting
of the Resurrection which hangs above
the Chapel of the Angel, and all the
other items which the Franciscans had
in the Holy Sepulchre. Lopez was one
of the most active in this work of
rescuing whatever he could.
Because of the status quo and
customs in the ancient and unchanging
Orient, especially regarding the
prescriptions linked with the Christian
shrines, in order to avoid interference
by various rites that defend their
respective rights, privileges and
customs, it would have been very
difficult to introduce any changes in
the actual state of things in the places
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were especially responsible
for this job. In the
literature of the Holy Land
Custody these friars were
known as conductores; the
organisation and transport
of these religious items
and other daily necessities
was called conducta; the
friar in charge of this
commission was called
comisario de conducta, or
commissarius.
The aedicule of the Holy Sepulchre
In 1659 the Franciscans
that belong to various rites, and to the
various communities who live in the in Jerusalem were lucky to receive
same shrines.
many gifts, in one case three times in
As a consequence, if the one single day. These three commissions
painting of the Resurrection during the arrived on 18th January. In the first
fire of 1808 was to be found in the commission Fr. Bernardino Soler
place it occupies nowadays, it is safe brought a commission from the
to assert that it had been placed in province of Catalonia, particularly
this prominent position right from the objects for liturgical use, together
start.
with 10.514 reales. The commission
Very little is known regarding came directly from Madrid, and was
artistic treasures that were preserved prepared by the general commissary of
in the various friaries of the Holy Land the Holy Land in Spain and its colonies,
Custody – especially at the Holy Antonio del Castillo, author of a very
Sepulchre, Bethlehem, Saint John in
well-known guidebook to the Holy
Ain Karem, Nazareth and Ramleh. The
Land, El devoto peregrino. On the
same can be said regarding the precious
same day arrived the new Guardian of
objects of cult conserved in the same
Mount Zion and Custos of the Holy
friaries: chalices, patens, lamps,
Land, Eusebio Vélez, with other seven
candelabra, sacred ornaments and
religious, who were attacked by pirates
vestments. Many objects unfortunately
disappeared along the course of the during their journey, and managed to
centuries. Regarding some of them, save themselves and the offerings they
however,
we
have
historical were carrying in a miraculous way. In
documentation, which gives us good fact they had to go by land to Marseilles
information. In the case of the painting and, from there, take a new ship to
of the Resurrection we do possess the east.
The second commission came
some reliable documentation.
It is a well known fact that from Messina, and was sent by the
whatever the Custody possesses has general commissary of the Holy Land
been donated by the Catholic countries in Sicily, Fr. Alejo de Carabajal, author
of Europe – and also by countries of of a Compendio historial de Tierra
Latin America – through religious who Santa (1654), which is still conserved
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in the Biblioteca Colombina of Seville.
This is a brief but erudite history of
Jerusalem and of the Franciscan
mission. The commission included 1000
Venetian ducats, many liturgical items
for the churches, and other necessities
for the friars and for the infirmary.
Together with this commission arrived
the gift which is of greater interest to
us: “A PAINTING OF THE RESURRECTION
OF THE LORD FOR THE HOLY
SEPULCHRE”. In the document which
accompanies the commission, the
commissary Carabajal writes: “All the
offerings have been sent by Spain,
from his Catholic Majesty our Lord the
King”. In effect, the commissary of
Messina was linked with the commissary
of Madrid. The document was signed
by Michele da Felettino, president of
the Holy Land; Jacques de Bourges,
vicar and discrete; Electo Zwinner,
discrete; and Domingo de Lardizával,
procurator and discrete.
The painting was placed in its
place immediately, since until the
event of the fire of 1808 the Franciscans
were the main proprietors of the Holy
Sepulchre, without any interference
by other rites, as pilgrims to the Holy
Land in those times witness in their
diaries.
The third and last commission
was prepared by Fr. Pedro de
Quintanilla, commissary of the Holy
Land in Rome (1655-1659), and was
brought by the Irish friar Anthony
Pontona. The commission did not
include money, but many medicines
and other precious items for the
infirmary.
The painting in the Holy
Sepulchre was exposed to dust and
humidity, and suffered damage. The
main problem was humidity. In fact,
before the building of the present
dome (1862-1868) the conical dome of
6

the Anástasis had an oculus, or round
opening at the top, from which rain
would enter, and thus cause damage to
works of art in the Basilica.
The damage to the painting
was such that it was necessary to
repair this artistic jewel before it
could become impossible to restore it.
We do not know who took the initiative,
but the painting was sent to Malta.
Maybe a commissary who came from
the island took it with him, since many
of the missionaries who went back to
Europe used to stop frequently at the
harbour in Valletta, where there is the
hospice of the Commissariat of the
Holy Land in Malta, founded in 1636.
This fact happened in 1859. At
that time the Commissary of the Holy
Land in Malta was Fr. Salvatore Antonio
Vassallo (1821-1859), who had been
Custos of the Holy Land in 1817-1820.
During the final years of his office as
Commissary he took interest in this
painting, and tried to search for an
artist in Malta who could restore it.
The artist who restored the
painting was Giuseppe Hyzler. The
work was done with good taste and
competence, and the Commissary paid
the artist 151 scudi. The painting was
then returned to Jerusalem where it
still occupies its place of honour (G.
Scerri, Malta e i Luoghi Santi della
Palestina. Appunti storici, Malta 1933,
31, 95 and 116).
The painting is not signed, and
it is very difficult to say who the
painter was. Without doubt, according
to scholars of art, the painting could
come from the school of Raffaello,
maybe from one of his disciples.
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THE VIRGIN MARY
IN THE APOSTOLIC
EXHORTATION
«VERBUM DOMINI»
Marcello Ghirlando ofm

A

fter having presented a general
picture of Pope Benedict XVI’s
Apostolic Exhortation Verbum Domini
[VD], as a result of the Synod of
Bishops of 2008, which discussed the
theme: The Word of God in the life
and mission of the Church, we shall
now take a look at the references to
the Virgin Mary, Mother of Jesus,
within the context of the same
Apostolic Exhortation.
It was quite obvious that the
Pope would mention the Virgin Mary in
the context of this long document on
the Word of God. Mary is the Mother of
Christ, the only-begotten Son of the
Father, who is the “shortened Word”
(Is 10:23; Rom 9:28). The Son himself
is the Word, Logos: the Word became
small – so tiny that it was placed in a
manger. The Word became flesh,
became a newborn baby so that we
could meet this eternal Word. Now we
can say that the Word is not only
capable of being heard, the Word does
not only have a voice, but the Word
also has a face, the face of the Son of
God incarnate in the person of Jesus of
Nazareth [VD 12].
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MARY MOTHER OF THE WORD AND
MOTHER OF FAITH
In the first part of the Apostolic
Exhortation, entitled Verbum Dei,
after the Pope speaks at length on the
Word of God as the expression of God
who speaks [VD 6-21], who utters a
Word that requests the answer of faith
on the part of man [VD 22-28], the
Pope then dedicates numbers 27 and
28 of the Apostolic Exhortation to the
Virgin Mary. He calls Mary “Mother of
the Word of God” and “Mother of
Faith”.
“The Synod Fathers declared
that the basic aim of the Twelfth
Assembly was ‘to renew the Church’s
faith in the Word of God.’ To do so, we
need to look to the one in whom the
interplay between the Word of God
and faith was brought to perfection,
that is, to the Virgin Mary, ‘who by her
«yes» to the Word of the covenant and
her mission, perfectly fulfills the divine
vocation of humanity.’ The human
reality created through the Word finds
its most perfect image in Mary’s
7
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obedient faith. From the Annunciation
to Pentecost she appears as a woman
completely open to the will of God.
She is the Immaculate Conception, the
one whom God made ‘full of grace’
(cf. Lk 1:28) and unconditionally docile
to his Word (cf. Lk 1:38). Her obedient
faith shapes her life at every moment
before God’s plan. A Virgin ever
attentive to God’s Word, she lives
completely attuned to that Word; she
treasures in her heart the events of
her Son, piecing them together as if in
a single mosaic (cf. Lk 2:19-25).
In our day the faithful need to
be helped to see more clearly the link
between Mary of Nazareth and the
faith-filled hearing of God’s Word. I
would encourage scholars as well to
study the relationship between
Mariology and the theology of the
Word. This could prove most beneficial
both for the spiritual life and for
theological and biblical studies.
Indeed, what the understanding of the
faith has enabled us to know about
Mary stands at the heart of Christian
truth. The incarnation of the Word
cannot be conceived apart from the
freedom of this young woman who by
her assent decisively cooperated with
the entrance of the eternal into time.
Mary is the image of the Church in
attentive hearing of the Word of God,
which took flesh in her. Mary also
symbolizes openness to God and
others; an active listening which
interiorizes and assimilates, one in
which the Word becomes a way of life.
Here I would like to mention
Mary’s familiarity with the Word of
God. This is clearly evident in the
Magnificat. There we see in some
sense how she identifies with the
Word, enters into it; in this marvelous
canticle of faith, the Virgin sings the
praises of the Lord in his own words.
8

The Magnificat – a portrait, so to
speak, of her soul – is entirely woven
from threads of Holy Scripture, threads
drawn from the Word of God. Here we
see how completely at home Mary is
with the Word of God, with ease she
moves in and out of it. She speaks and
thinks with the Word of God; the Word
of God becomes her word, and her
word issues from the Word of God.
Here we see how her thoughts are
attuned to the thoughts of God, how
her will is one with the will of God.
Since Mary is completely imbued with
the Word of God, she is able to become
the Mother of the Word Incarnate.
Furthermore, in looking to the
Mother of God, we see how God’s
activity in the world always engages
our freedom, because through faith
the divine Word transforms us. Our
apostolic and pastoral work can never
be effective unless we learn from Mary
how to be shaped by the working of
God within us: devout and loving
attention to the figure of Mary as the
model and archetype of the Church’s
faith is of capital importance for
bringing about in our day a concrete
paradigm shift in the Church’s relation
with the Word, both in prayerful
listening and in generous commitment
to mission and proclamation.
As we complete in the Mother
of God a life totally shaped by the
Word, we realize that we too are
called to enter into the mystery of
faith, whereby Christ comes to dwell
in our lives. Every Christian believer,
Saint Ambrose reminds us, in some way
interiorly conceives and gives birth to
the Word of God: even though there is
only one Mother of Christ in the flesh,
in the faith Christ is the progeny of us
all. Thus, what took place for Mary can
daily take place in each of us, in the
hearing of the Word and in the
LAND OF THE PROMISE - November 2011
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celebration of the
sacraments”
[VD
27-28].
In numbers 21
– 49 the Pope speaks at
length
about
the
interpretation of Holy
Scripture within the
Church. In numbers 48
and 49 the Pope admits
that
“every
interpretation of Holy
Scripture
is
not
complete if it does not
include those who
truly live the Word of God, namely the
Saints.” The Saints alone can give us
the most profound interpretation of
the Word that radically changed them.
Even though the Pope does not mention
Mary in an explicit way in this section,
it is certain that she was the first
person who interpreted Holy Scripture
in her life, as the Pope insists in all the
numbers of this Apostolic Exhortation
in which he presents the Virgin Mary.
MARY CHERISHED THE WORD IN
HER HEART
In the second part of the
Apostolic Exhortation, entitled Verbum
in Ecclesia, the Pope speaks at length
regarding how the Church accepts the
presence and the voice of its Master in
the Word of God. Numbers 52 – 71 are
all dedicated to the Liturgy as the
privileged occasion for listening to the
Word of God, while numbers 72 – 89
speak about the Word of God in the
life of the Church, with insistence
upon the biblical formation of
Christians, of sacred ministers and of
religious. It is in this wider context
that the Pope again mentions the
Blessed Virgin twice.
November 2011 - LAND OF THE PROMISE

In numbers 86 and 87 Pope
Benedict speaks about the practice of
prayer built upon the prayerful reading
of the Word of God (Lectio Divina). He
presents the five moments that are
fundamental so that one can pray the
Word in a fruitful way: the attentive
reading of the Word (Lectio – what is
the biblical text saying in itself?); the
meditation on the Word (Meditatio –
what is the biblical text saying to me,
during this moment?); the prayer on
the Word (Oratio – how can I answer to
God after having listened to his Word?
The biblical text can move me to
prayer of praise, thanksgiving,
intercession, or to penitential prayer);
contemplation (Contemplatio – what
kind of conversion is the Lord asking of
me?); action (Actio – the Word inspires
me to pass it on to others through my
witness of fraternal charity in my
actions).
In the light of the practice of
Lectio Divina, the Pope passes on to
present Mary as a model: “We find the
supreme synthesis and fulfillment of
this process in the Mother of God. For
every member of the faithful Mary is
the model of docile acceptance of
God’s Word, for she ‘kept all these
things, pondering them in her heart’
9
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(Lk 2:19; cf. 2:51); she discovered the
profound bond which unites, in God’s
great plan, apparently disparate
events, actions and things” [VD 87].
After this reflection, in number
88, the Pope passes on to speak about
the Word of God and Marian Prayer,
which should always be developed
upon the contents of Holy Scripture.
These are the textual words of the
Holy Father:
“Mindful of the inseparable
bond between the Word of God and
Mary of Nazareth, along with the
Synod Fathers I urge that Marian prayer
be encouraged among the faithful,
above all in life of families, since it is
an aid to meditating on the holy
mysteries found in the Scriptures. A
most helpful aid, for example, is the
individual or communal recitation of
the Holy Rosary, which ponders the
mysteries of Christ’s life in union with
Mary, and which Pope John Paul II
wished to enrich with the mysteries of
light. It is fitting that the announcement
of each mystery be accompanied by a
brief biblical text pertinent to that
mystery, so as to encourage the
memorization of brief biblical passages
relevant to the mysteries of Christ’s
life.
The Synod also recommended
that the faithful be encouraged to
pray the Angelus. This prayer, simple
yet
profound,
allows
us
to
commemorate daily the mystery of the
Incarnate Word. It is only right that
the people of God, families and
communities of consecrated persons,
be faithful to this Marian prayer
traditionally recited at sunrise, midday
and sunset. In the Angelus we ask God
to grant that, through Mary’s
intercession, we may imitate her in
doing his will and in welcoming his
Word in our lives. This practice can
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help us grow in an authentic love for
the mystery of the Incarnation.
The ancient prayers of the
Christian East which contemplate the
entire history of salvation in the light
of the Theotokos, the Mother of God,
are likewise worthy of being known,
appreciated and widely used. Here
particular mention can be made of the
Akathist and Paraklesis prayers. These
hymns of praise, chanted in the form
of a litany and steeped in the faith of
the Church and in references to the
Bible, help the faithful to meditate on
the mysteries of Christ in union with
Mary. In particular, the venerable
Akathist hymn to the Mother of God –
so-called because it is sung while
standing – represents one of the highest
expressions of the Marian piety of the
Byzantine tradition. Praying with these
words opens wide the heart and
disposes it to the peace that is from
above, from God, to that peace which
is Christ, born of Mary for our salvation”
[VD 88].
MOTHER OF THE WORD AND
MOTHER OF JOY
In the third part of the Apostolic
Exhortation, Verbum Mundo, the Word
in the World, the Pope speaks about
the mission of the Church to preach
the Word to the world. The Word
moves the Church to commit itself in a
concrete way in favour of the
commandment of love. It is the Word
that illuminates culture and also
encourages inter-religious dialogue. In
the conclusion the Pope mentions the
new evangelization, which should be
based upon the contents of the Word
of God. This Word brings true joy in
those who listen to it and welcome it.
In this context, in the last paragraph
LAND OF THE PROMISE - November 2011
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(number 124), the Pope again speaks
about Mary and calls her Mater Verbi
et Mater laetitiae, Mother of the Word
and Mother of joy.
“This
close
relationship
between God’s Word and joy is evident
in the Mother of God. Let us recall the
words of Saint Elizabeth: ‘Blessed is
she who believed that there would be
a fulfillment of what was spoken to her
by the Lord’ (Lk 1:45). Mary is blessed
because she has faith, because she
believed, and in this faith she received
the Word of God into her womb in
order to give him to the world. The joy
born of the Word can now expand to
all those who, by faith, let themselves
be changed by God’s Word. The Gospel
of Luke presents this mystery of
hearing and joy in two texts. Jesus
says: ‘My mother and my brothers are
those who hear the Word of God and
do it’ (8:21). And in reply to a woman
from the crowd who blesses the womb
that bore him and the breasts that
nursed him, Jesus reveals the secret of
true joy: ‘Blessed rather are those who
hear the Word of God and obey it!’
(11:28). Jesus points out Mary’s true
grandeur, making it possible for each
of us to attain that blessedness which
is born of the Word received and put
into practice” [VD 124].
I would like to close this
collection of texts taken from the
Apostolic Exhortation Verbum Domini,
which speak about the Blessed Virgin
Mary, with a reference to paragraph
89. In this number Pope Benedict
speaks about the Holy Land, the land
in which the Word became man in the
virginal womb of Mary of Nazareth in
order that he may dwell among us.
“As we call to mind the Word of
God who became flesh in the womb of
Mary of Nazareth, our heart now turns
to the land where the mystery of our
November 2011 - LAND OF THE PROMISE

salvation was accomplished, and from
which the Word of God spread to the
ends of the earth. By the power of the
Holy Spirit, the Word became flesh in
a specific time and place, in a strip of
land on the edges of the Roman Empire.
The more we appreciate the
universality and the uniqueness of
Christ’s person, the more we look with
gratitude to that land where Jesus was
born, where he lived and where he
gave his life for us. The stones on
which our Redeemer walked are still
charged with his memory and continue
to ‘cry out’ the Good News. For this
reason, the Synod Fathers recalled the
felicitous phrase which speaks of the
Holy Land as the ‘Fifth Gospel.’ How
important it is that in those places
there be Christian communities,
notwithstanding any number of
hardships! The Synod of Bishops
expressed profound closeness to all
those Christians who dwell in the land
of Jesus and bear witness to their faith
in the Risen One. Christians there are
called to serve not only as a beacon of
faith for the universal Church, but also
as a leaven of harmony, wisdom, and
equilibrium in the life of a society
which traditionally has been, and
continues to be, pluralistic, multiethnic and multi-religious.
The Holy Land today remains a
goal of pilgrimage for the Christian
people, a place of prayer and penance,
as was testified to in antiquity by
authors like Saint Jerome. The more
we turn our eyes and our hearts to the
earthly Jerusalem, the more will our
yearning be kindled for the heavenly
Jerusalem, the true goal of every
pilgrimage, along with our eager desire
that the name of Jesus, the one name
which brings salvation, may be
acknowledged by all (cf. Acts 4:12)”
[VD 89].
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JESUS, THE NEW WINE
Giovanni Bissoli ofm
Professor at the Studium Biblicum Franciscanum, Jerusalem
Translated from Terra Santa 3 (May-June 2011) 34-37

T

he public life of Jesus begins
with the invitation to the wedding feast at Cana of Galilee (John
2:1-11). Jesus takes his disciples with
him. There he finds his Mother waiting for him. Many see in Mary the
“Daughter of Sion” who welcomes the
Messiah. It is she who notices that an
important element in the wedding
feast is lacking, “they have no more
wine.” In order to quench our thirst,
water is enough, since water is a gift
of creation. In the desert the Lord
gave to the Jews the gift of the water
gushing forth from the rock. There
was abundant water in Cana: “There
were six stone water jars standing
there, meant for the ablutions that
are customary among the Jews: each
could hold twenty or thirty gallons.
Jesus said to the servants: ‘Fill the
jars with water,’ and they filled them
to the brim.” Jesus could create wine
from nothing; yet he preferred to
make use of water – used for the ritual purifications – in order to change
it into wine. There is continuity
between the Old Testament and the
New Testament, which are respectively a promise and a realization.
For Jesus his hour had not yet come.
This would come only when he offered
his life for his friends.
12

THE PUBLIC LIFE OF JESUS
The Gospel of Mark presents
Jesus as the bridegroom and at the
same time it speaks about wine. An
example is found in the episode when
the disciples of John and the Pharisees
were holding a fast, and they ask Jesus
why his disciples did not fast. Jesus
answers: “Surely the bridegroom’s
attendants cannot fast while the
bridegroom is still with them?” The
bridegroom – the Messiah – is Jesus. He
is the one who will bring new wine. In
order to welcome him we need to have
new wineskins (cfr. Mark 2:8-22).
Jesus
willingly
accepted
invitations for lunch. They were
occasions for fraternal encounters. He
took advantage of these occasions to
teach. A Pharisee invited him for lunch.
Jesus entered into the house of the
Pharisee and sat down at table. A
woman, a public sinner in the town,
approached him. “She waited behind
him at his feet, and her tears fell on
his feet, and she wiped them away
with her hair; then she covered his
feet with kisses and anointed them
with the ointment.” Jesus was able to
read the minds of those present at
table and, speaking to the Pharisee
who was judging him as being liberal,
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Jesus defended the woman and
pardoned her (cfr. Luke 7:36-50).
Jesus did not label persons.
Public opinion held that the tax
collectors were sinners. Jesus
approached them. One of them, called
Matthew, was called
to be one of his
followers
(cfr.
Matthew 9:9). The
evangelist narrates
that, “While he was
at table in the
house it happened
that a number of
tax collectors and
sinners came to sit
at the table with
Jesus
and
his
disciples. When the
Pharisees saw this,
they said to his
disciples, ‘Why does your master eat
with tax collectors and sinners?’ When
he heard this he replied, ‘It is not the
healthy who need the doctor, but the
sick. Go and learn the meaning of the
words: Mercy is what pleases me, not
sacrifice (cfr. Hosea 6:6). And indeed I
came to call not the upright, but
sinners’” (Matthew 9:10-13).
The will of God, expressed in
Scripture, does not find sacrifices
pleasing, but rather compassion
towards the others. The “good news”
is that God loves sinners as they are.
Jesus is present in order to show them
mercy. And what about his critics?
Jesus answers them: “What compassion
can I find for this generation? It is like
children shouting to each other as they
sit in the market place: We played the
pipes for you, and you would not
dance; we sang dirges, and you would
not be mourners. For John came,
neither eating nor drinking, and they
say, ‘He is possessed.’ The Son of man
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came, eating and drinking, and they
say, ‘Look, a glutton and a drunkard, a
friend of tax collectors and sinners.’
Yet wisdom is justified by her deeds”
(Matthew 11:16-19).
The Baptist preached the
judgment
of
God. He led a
life of penance
in the desert.
People made fun
of
him,
presenting him
as
being
possessed by the
devil. They also
spoke in similar
terms regarding
Jesus, presenting
him as “a glutton
and a drunkard.”
It was not only
an offensive way of speaking about
Jesus. Scripture presents the case of a
son whose parents fail him, bringing
him to judgment because he was
“stubborn and rebellious, and will not
listen to us; he is a wastrel and a
drunkard.” The sentence was that of
death by stoning (cfr. Deuteronomy
21:18-21). This was not the case of
Jesus’ dealing with the family. The
evangelist shows how “the wise and
intelligent” did not accept him. Only
“the little ones, the overburdened and
those who labour” follow Jesus (cfr.
Matthew 11:25.28).
Jesus speaks of himself as the
“Son of man”. This is a Hebrew
expression to indicate the “descendant
of Adam”, that is, man. But the Book
of Daniel, written towards the second
half of the 2nd century bc, had described
the four empires which persecuted the
Jews as ferocious and savage beasts,
while the people is described as being
human (“Son of man”). To him God will
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give the leadership of all nations. The
contemporaries of Jesus awaited from
heaven the arrival of a powerful and
victorious Son of man. Jesus applied to
himself this expression in order to
announce his destiny of suffering and
death. “After three days” he would
rise from the dead. Even his disciples
did not understand, or rather did not
accept this discourse. For Jesus it was
important. He approached persons, he
freed them from their physical
ailments, and he forgave them their
sins. He was not a Messiah who was
victorious in war, but he brought about
peace with God.
JESUS TAUGHT IN PARABLES
When he spoke of God as the
owner of a vineyard, Jesus said that
since dawn he had been looking for
workers, whom he sent to work in his
vineyard. He then returned to the
public market and saw persons without
work, he called them and sent them to
work in his vineyard during different
hours of the day. When evening came
all of them received their pay,
beginning from the ones who came last
and ending with those who came first.
But the owner was very strange in his
behaviour: with those who came first
he had agreed to pay them one dinar a
day. At the end he gave a dinar to all
indiscriminately. He was generous with
those who came last and those who
came first were jealous.
In another parable, which also
has the vineyard as its theme, Jesus
again defends those who are last. “A
man had two sons. He went and said to
the first, ‘My boy, go and work in the
vineyard today.’ He answered, ‘I will
not go,’ but afterwards thought better
of it and went. The man then went and
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said the same thing to the second who
answered, ‘Certainly, sir,’ but did not
go” (Matthew 22:28-30). The narrative
in the form of a parable is not an
anecdote to embellish Jesus’ words. It
is a drama. The listeners, who were
following the story, could form an
interior judgment. They did not realise
that, on a moral level, they were the
protagonists of this fact. That judgment
was an auto-judgment. That is why
Jesus continues: “In truth I tell you,
tax collectors and prostitutes are
making their way into the kingdom of
God before you. For John came to you,
showing the way of uprightness, but
you did not believe him, and yet the
tax collectors and prostitutes did.
Even after seeing that, you refused to
think better of it and believe in him”
(Matthew 22:28-32).
The narrative of Matthew
continues with another parable. It is
inspired by the Canticle of the vineyard
in Isaiah 5:1-7. The owner has vineyard
and takes very good care of it; he
chooses the best terrain and the
choicest vines, he ploughs the land, he
plants the vines, he surrounds the
vineyard with a hedge, he digs a wine
press and also builds a tower of
defence. From this point onwards
Jesus develops his narrative. “There
was a man, a landowner, who planted
a vineyard; he fenced it round, dug a
winepress in it and built a tower; then
he leased it to tenants and went
abroad. When vintage time drew near
he sent his servants to the tenants to
collect his produce. But the tenants
seized his servants, thrashed one,
killed another and stoned a third. Next
he sent some more servants, this time
a larger number, and they dealt with
them in the same way. Finally he sent
his son to them thinking, ‘They will
respect my son.’ But when the tenants
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saw the son, they said to each other,
‘This is the heir. Come on, let us kill
him and take over his inheritance.’ So
they seized him and threw him out of
the vineyard and killed him. Now when
the owner of the vineyard comes,
what will he do to those tenants?’ They
answered, ‘He will bring those
wretches to a wretched end and lease
the vineyard to other tenants who will
deliver the produce to him at the
proper time’” (Matthew 21:33-41).
The reader is immediately aware that
in the person of the son Jesus is
speaking about himself. The episode
happens some days before Easter. This
was Jesus’ last teaching in the temple.
THE VINE AND THE BRANCHES
In the allegory of the vineyard
God appears as the owner who wants
to receive the fruits of his work (John
15:1-8). John does not speak about the
vineyard, but about one single vine,
which corresponds to the person of
Jesus. In the vine one also finds the
branches. In nature vine and branches
form one whole plant. In the application
of the image of the branches to the
disciples, Jesus teaches how their
union with him, who is the vine,
depended upon their own efforts. If
they cut themselves off from the main
trunk of the vine, they would be
useless and they would just be thrown
into the fire. On the other hand, if
they remain united with Jesus they
would produce abundant fruit. The
product was not meant for their own
benefit, but “for the glory of the
Father.” In fact this was the plan of
salvation of God, who in the person of
his son Jesus wants to give life to the
world in order to draw all to him, who
is the Father. The allegory of the vine
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and branches forms part of the farewell
discourse of Jesus. In an accurate way
Jesus asks that his disciples maintain a
relationship with him which would be
definitive but always in growth, since
“without me you can do nothing.”
The same evening Jesus
celebrated the last supper with his
disciples. Everything was arranged
according to the Jewish rite, which
celebrates the memorial of the first
Passover, the freedom from bondage.
But Jesus broke the bread and gave it
to his disciples saying: “Take and eat,
this is my body.” The words on the
chalice are dense with symbolism:
“This is my blood, the blood of the
covenant, poured out for many for the
forgiveness of sins” (Matthew 26:2627). The elements which serve to
nourish the life of man are taken by
Jesus and elevated to the realm of a
superior reality. This Passover was not
only a commemoration of a liberation,
since now with his own sacrifice Jesus
established a new covenant with God
and freed humanity from sin.
In the hour of anguish and
tribulation, Jesus was left alone. In
Gethsemane he took with him the
three disciples who were to become
witnesses of other significant episodes.
These grew drowsy and slept. Jesus
prayed: “Father, if it is possible, let
this cup pass me by” (Matthew 26:39).
What cup is the Father offering Jesus,
if Jesus begs him to let it pass by him?
There is a Psalm which speaks about
God’s judgment using the image of the
cup: “The Lord judges in uprightness,
bringing some down, raising others.
The Lord is holding a cup filled with a
heady blend of wine; he will pour it,
they will drink it to the dregs, all the
wicked on earth will drink it” (Psalm
75:8-9).
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JESUS AND THE ESCHATOLOGICAL
BANQUET
After the baptism received
from John, “there was a voice from
heaven, ‘This is my Son, the Beloved;
my favour rests on him’” (Matthew
3:17). John also expressed himself in
favour of Jesus: “John tried to dissuade
him, with the words, ‘It is I who need
baptism from you, and yet you come
to me.’ But Jesus replied, ‘Leave it
like this for the time being; it is fitting
that we should, in this way, do all that
uprightness demands’” (Matthew 3:1415). This refers to the uprightness of
the relationship with God. Jesus is in
full solidarity with sinners. He takes
upon himself their own condition, and
he also accepts its consequences.
For us this is difficult to
understand. The reflection of an

ancient author helps us: “Since all the
children share the same human nature,
he too shared equally in it, so that by
his death he could set aside him who
held the power of death, namely the
devil” (Hebrews 2:14). For God good
intentions are not enough. His word is
powerful, and it becomes concrete
actions. The good news is an event, it
is the story of Jesus.
This is not the conclusion of all.
To the disciples Jesus also leaves an
appointment. He will again drink from
the cup with them in the kingdom of
the Father (Matthew 26:29). The
eschatological banquet, announced by
the prophets, exists beyond history,
beyond our own history. It exists on a
higher level and is not touched by our
experience. In order to express it we
need a symbol, namely the banquet in
the kingdom of the Father. This is the
new wine.

SEE ALSO OUR
OTHER ONLINE
PUBLICATION
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TABOR, MOUNTAIN OF THE
TRANSFIGURATION
Noel Muscat ofm

M

ount Tabor is the most important hill in Lower Galilee. It is
geologically a horst, like a dome cut
off from the surrounding Yizre’el
Valley. It rises to a height of 450
meters above the level of the plain
and 660 meters above sea level. The
mountain is known as Har Tavor in
Hebrew and Djebel et Tur in Arabic.
Its beauty is already celebrated in
Psalm 89:12: Tabor and Hermon hail
your name with joy. The prophet
Jeremiah 46:18 compares the haughty
magnificence of Nebuchadnezzar, king
of Babylon, to the greatness of Tabor:
As I live, the King declares, whose
name is Lord Sabaoth, he is coming, a
very Tabor among mountains, a Carmel
high above the sea. The majestic
beauty of its summit, often covered
with early morning clouds and with a
panoramic view over the Yizre’el
Valley below, reminds pilgrims of
Peter’s words to Jesus: Master, it is
wonderful for us to be here (Lk 9:33).
From the top of the mountain one has
a breathtaking view of the northern
section of the Holy Land, from the
Carmel Range to the west to the
Jordanian Plateau to the east, and
from Mount Hermon to the north to
the highlands of Samaria to the south.
The mountain is a natural
reserve and is entirely wooded. Some
Arab villages are found at the foot of
the mountain, and have grown very
much during recent decades. The most
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important are Shibli to the east, Umm
el Ghanam to the south, and Daburiya
to the north. A Jewish village, Kfar
Tavor is also found to the east of the
mountain, close to Shibli. Pilgrims
normally follow the road to the Muslim
village of Daburiya. This Muslim village
reminds us of the name of the
prophetess Deborah. In the Book of
Judges 4:4-7 this prophetess announces
to Barak the victory of the Israelites
over the troops of Jabin, king of
Hatzor, in the battle that he was to
conduct on Mount Tabor: Deborah, a
prophetess, wife of Lappidoth, was
judging Israel at the time. She used to
sit under Deborah’s Palm between
Ramah and Bethel in the highlands of
Ephraim, and the Israelites would
come to her for justice. She sent for
Barak son of Abinoam from Kedesh in
Naphtali, and said to him, ‘Has not
the Lord, God of Israel, commanded:
Go! March to Mount Tabor and with
you take ten thousand of the sons of
Naphtali and the sons of Zebulun? I
shall entice Sisera, the commander of
Jabin’s army, to encounter you at the
Torrent of Kishon with his chariots and
troops; and I shall put him into your
power?’ Daburiya is also the site where
Christian tradition has placed the
miracle of the curing of the epileptic
man in Mt 17:14-18. The Holy Land
Custody conserves the remains of what
was a Byzantine church commemorating
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the miracle.
From the bus parking lot above
the village, pilgrims take taxis, which
drive them up the winding road to the
Basilica of the Transfiguration at the
top of the mountain.
HISTORICAL ACCOUNT
The Gospels do not mention the
name of the mountain upon which the
Transfiguration of Jesus took place.
The evangelists speak of a high
mountain (Mt 17:1; Mk 9:2), whereas
2Peter 1:13-18 calls it the holy
mountain. The expression high
mountain could refer to Mount Hermon,
but that lies in Upper Galilee, very far
from the center of Jesus’ ministry.
Christian tradition from antiquity has
reserved the place of Mount Tabor as
the site of the Transfiguration, right
from the apocryphal Transitus Mariae
Virginis, written during the 2nd or 3rd
centuries, which compares the glory of

the death of Mary to that of Jesus who
was transfigured on Mount Tabor.
Mount Tabor has been venerated
as a holy mountain since antiquity. The
northern tribes considered the
mountain as sacred, and it served as a
frontier between various tribes,
particularly the tribe of Issachar (Josh
19:22). We have already stated that
the mountain remained famous for the
battle waged by Barak against Jabin,
on the command of the prophetess
Deborah (Judg 4:6). The prophet Hosea
mentioned the illegal pagan cults on
Mount Tabor: Hear this, you priests,
listen, House of Israel, pay attention,
royal House, for it is you who have
justice in your care, but you have
been a snare at Mizpah and a net
outspread on Tabor (Hos 5:1). The
mountain, however, was considered
sacred also by Canaanite tribes before
the time of the Israelites. Archaeologists
think that the mountain served as a
center for the cult of the god Baal, the
god of the storm, which could have

Mount Tabor, aerial view from the East
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been similar to Baal Hadad in the
Canaanite religion. Underneath the
present Basilica of the Transfiguration
can be found archaeological remains
that some scholars have indicated as
having possibly been a Canaanite place
of cult on the top of the mountain.
In 218 bc Antiochus III occupied
Mount Tabor. Vespasian did the same in
ad 67, since he considered the mountain
as a strategic point from which to
control the movements of enemies in
the plain below. The mountain had
been fortified in advance by Josephus
Flavius, but fell to the Romans. Indeed,
Mount Tabor has been a witness of
much bloodshed and wars during its
long history, on account of its strategic
position. It also witnessed a battle
between the forces of Napoleon and
the Ottoman Turks.
Mount Tabor remains famous
for the event of the Transfiguration of
the Lord. Christian tradition has
indicated Mount Tabor as the site of
the Transfiguration. The oldest
tradition is handed to us by Origen (ad
248), followed by Eusebius of Caesarea
(ad 265-340) and Cyril of Jerusalem (ad
348-350). Thus the mountain became
indicated as the place where Moses
(symbolizing the Law) and Elijah
(symbolizing the Prophets) became
witnesses of Jesus’ glory, and where
the Father proclaimed Jesus as his
beloved Son when the voice came out
of the luminous cloud echoing in the
ears of the three apostles who were
witnesses to the event, Peter, John
and James.
Ancient tradition states that
Helena herself had climbed on Mount
Tabor and ordered the building of
three churches. During the 4th century
there were three churches on the
summit of the mountain, one dedicated
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to the Savior, one to Moses and the
other one to Elijah. In 518 during the
synod of Jerusalem a certain bishop of
Mount Tabor was among those present.
The Anonymous Pilgrim of Piacenza in
the year 570 states that he saw three
churches on the mountain. It seems
that the Persian invasion of 614 did not
do any harm to the monks living up on
Mount Tabor. The monk Epiphanius in
750-800 stated that there were 4340
steps hewn in the rock leading up from
the valley to Mount Tabor. In the 9th
century a group of monks were living
on the mountain, and their abbot was
subject to the bishop of Nazareth.
When the Crusaders came to
the Holy Land they built on top of
Mount Tabor a splendid basilica with a
large monastery, which prince Tancred
of Galilee entrusted to the care of the
Benedictine monks. The remains of
this splendid monastery are still visible
today in front of the present basilica.
In 1102 Seawulf stated that there were
three monasteries on Mount Tabor, one
dedicated to the Savior, one to Moses
and another one, some distance away,
to Elijah. After the defeat of the
Crusaders at the Horns of Hattin in
1187 the Benedictines had to leave the
mountain. In 1204 the Crusaders
stipulated a truce with Al ’Adil, sultan
of Damascus. In 1211-1212 he
constructed a great fortress on the
mountain, which practically buried
underneath it the remains of the
Crusader churches and monasteries. In
November 1215 Pope Innocent III
proclaimed the Fifth Crusade, and
during his inaugural speech he also
mentioned that the Saracens had
fortified Mount Tabor. Christian forces
gathered in Acre and marched upon
Tabor in 1217, led by Jean de Brienne,
King of Jerusalem, the King of Cyprus,
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and the Masters of the Temple and the
Hospitallers. After an eventful siege
against the fortress the Crusaders had
to withdrew, since they were on the
verge of being overwhelmed. Al ’Adil
therefore decided to destroy the
splendid fortress so as not to provide
an occasion for a recapture of the
mountain on the part of the Crusaders.
During the truce between Frederick II
and Melek el-Kamel (1229-1241) it
seems that a new Crusader church was
built on Mount Tabor. Unfortunately
the truce came to an end with the
invasion of the Khwarezmian Turks. On
24 March 1251 Saint Louis IX, King of
France, together with his wife Queen
Margaret, came from Acre on a pious
pilgrimage to Mount Tabor. In fact, on
1 April 1255 Pope Clement IV offered
the mountain to the Knights Hospitallers
of Saint John.
The
entire
complex
of
fortifications was again destroyed by
Sultan Baybars in 1263. For over 400
years Mount Tabor lay abandoned. Few
pilgrims ever ventured on its heights
to venerate the holy place. Only the
Franciscans would come every year to
celebrate
the
feast
of
the
Transfiguration. In 1631 the Druze Emir
Fakhr ed-Din donated the ruins of
Mount Tabor to the Franciscans of the
Holy Land Custody, after negotiations
with Francesco di Verrazzano. The
Franciscans could now defend their
rights of property on the mountain,
but they continued to be harassed by
the Muslim population every time they
tried to come to pray in the holy
place. Successive efforts to rebuild the
church or, at least, to restore the
ruins, fell on deaf ears. Although the
permission to rebuild came in 1656 and
was confirmed in 1667 things remained
at a stalemate, even when the Custos
Claudio da Lodi requested permission
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to send three Franciscans to live on
the mountain. During the 19th century
difficulties increased, with the Greek
Orthodox monks occupying the
northern half of the fortress, where
they now have the Monastery of Saint
Elijah,
and
also
with
other
disagreements with the newly
established Latin Patriarchate, which
hindered efforts to let the Franciscans
take full possession by building a
church and friary on the mountain.
Excavations finally started in
1854. In 1856 the Christian community
of Nazareth decided to build a
provisional chapel with some rooms for
the Franciscans. At long last permission
to build a new church arrived from the
Latin Patriarchate and plans went
underway. The aim was that of
conserving the most sacred part of the
edifice, namely the apse and crypt,
which were still standing on very solid
foundations, upon a fortress-like
structure literally coming up from the
mountain, which, on the eastern
section, goes rapidly downwards. In
1870 the Franciscan Giuseppe Baldi
became responsible for the Franciscan
property of Mount Tabor. In 1877 a
small friary and a Casa Nova for
pilgrims were built alongside the ruins,
and in 1879 the first stable Franciscan
community arrived on Mount Tabor.
Under the leadership of the Franciscan
Barnabas Meistermann, author of a
famous guidebook on the Holy Land,
other excavations were conducted,
with the aim of rebuilding the church.
Meistermann also restored the main
entrance to the fortress, known as Bab
el-Haua (Gate of the Wind). According
to him the Crusader church had been
built on the same perimeter of the
Byzantine
church.
The
crypt
corresponded to the traditional place
of the Transfiguration.
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Mount Tabor, aerial view from the North-East

On 21 October 1919, on the
occasion of the 7th anniversary of the
arrival of Saint Francis in the Holy
Land, the Custos Ferdinando Diotallevi
organized the laying of the foundation
stone of the new church. The Basilica
of the Transfiguration was designed by
architect Antonio Barluzzi (1884-1960)
and was inaugurated in 1924 by
Cardinal Giorgi. Together with the
Basilica of the Agony of Gethsemane it
is a masterpiece of this great
benefactor of the Franciscans of the
Holy Land Custody.
On 5 January 1964 Pope Paul VI
came as a pilgrim to Mount Tabor, and
prayed in the shrine and admired the
spectacular view over the Valley of
Esdrelon from the terrace of Casa
Nova.
VISIT TO THE BASILICA OF THE
TRANSFIGURATION
The arrival on Mount Tabor is
impressive. You enter through Bab
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al-Haua (the Gate of the Wind), which
marks the gateway of the Saracen
fortress. A narrow road among cypress
trees leads you straight to the Basilica
of the Transfiguration, built on the
summit of the holy mountain. As you
enter, on your right you see the
Franciscan friary and the Casa Nova for
pilgrims. A passageway then leads you
to the basilica among the ruins of the
Benedictine monastery.
The archaeological work carried
out by the Franciscans has been
instrumental in uncovering the remains
of the Saracen fortress, the Benedictine
monastery, the Crusader and Byzantine
churches that had crowned the top of
Mount Tabor for ages. The Basilica of
the Transfiguration was built in such a
way as to preserve intact the ancient
remains, and also to convey the idea
of glory and light in accordance with
the mystery that is celebrated on the
holy mountain. The Basilica is built in
a Romanesque-Syrian style. Barluzzi
was inspired by the famous churches
built in Syria during Byzantine times.
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The Church of the Transfiguration on top of Tabor
Like all the other churches standing
before it, this Basilica also includes
“three churches”, the main body of
the Basilica, dedicated to the
Transfigured Savior, and two side
chapels under the bell towers, the one
on your left dedicated to Moses and
the one to the right dedicated to
Elijah.
Upon entering the Basilica you
lift your gaze immediately up to the
magnificent apse with the mosaic of
the Transfiguration, glowing in its
golden splendor, especially when the
rays of the sun strike it at sunset. Just
stopping to contemplate the mosaic
figures on the apse is an intense
experience of meditation of the
mystery. The Basilica was originally
covered with slabs of alabaster,
through which natural light filtered
into the church filling it with a sense
of joy and glory. Unfortunately they
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had to be covered up because of water
infiltrations. You can visit the two
chapels dedicated respectively to
Moses and Elijah, in accordance to the
ancient tradition on the mountain.
From the main doorway you
then proceed slowly towards the crypt.
Above you looms the apse and the
raised presbytery of the Basilica, with
the main altar and the two side
chapels. You start going down a flight
of steps to the ancient crypt, which
still follows the exact measurements
of the crypt mentioned by ancient
witnesses. A stone altar lies at the
center of the crypt. The ceiling is
decorated with blue mosaics. On the
floor openings you notice the remains
of the original rock of the mountain,
and of the underlying remains, which
could also have contained JudaeoChristian symbols (unfortunately the
restoration works in the early 20th
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century could not preserve these
remains). On the sides are four mosaic
representations of Angels bearing four
“theophanies” of Jesus, namely his
Incarnation (Birth in Bethlehem), the
Institution of the Eucharist (Eucharistic
symbols), the Passion and Death
(Sacrificial Lamb) and the Resurrection
(Empty Tomb). At the far end of the
apse a splendid stained glass window
with the image of the peacock, which
is the symbol of immortality.
The entire shrine is a celebration
to light, to that radiant light that
shone on this Mountain on the day of
the Transfiguration.
BIBLICAL REFLECTION
Matthew 17:1-9
Six days later, Jesus took with him
Peter and James and his brother John
and led them up a high mountain by
themselves. There in their presence
he was transfigured: his face shone
like the sun and his clothes became as
dazzling as light. And suddenly Moses
and Elijah appeared to them; they
were talking with him. Then Peter
spoke to Jesus. ‘Lord,’ he said, ‘it is
wonderful for us to be here; if you
want me to, I will make three shelters
here, one for you, one for Moses and
one for Elijah.’ He was still speaking
when suddenly a bright cloud covered
them with shadow, and suddenly from
the cloud there came a voice which
said, ‘This is my Son, the Beloved; he
enjoys my favor. Listen to him.’ When
they heard this, the disciples fell on
their faces, overcome with fear. But
Jesus came up and touched them,
saying, ‘Stand up, do not be afraid.’
And when they raised their eyes they
saw no one but Jesus. As they came
down from the mountain Jesus gave
them this order, ‘Tell no one about
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this vision until the Son of man has
risen from the dead.’
The architectural simplicity of
the Basilica is enough to make you stop
once again at the doorway and gaze
upon the dazzling light illuminating
the mosaic of the Transfiguration on
the apse. At the center of the mosaic
the Lord Jesus appears radiant in his
snow-white robes.
Going out of the Basilica turn
to the left and go up a stairway to the
terrace from which one takes a
breathtaking view of the panorama
below. You can look in all directions,
except towards the north, since the
Basilica itself blocks this view. However,
another smaller terrace on the other
side of the Basilica looks north. From
there, on very clear days, you can
make out the white peaks of Mount
Hermon. From the main terrace the
view looks towards the east, to the
Lake of Galilee and the Jordan River
rift valley and to the Jordanian Plateau
beyond. To the southeast you make out
the low hills of Giv’at Hamoreh with
the village of Na’im and the biblical
site of Ein Dor. Further along the same
direction rise the Gilboa Hills towards
Beit She’an. Turning your gaze to the
south you see the far-away hills of
Samaria looming in the distance, with
the Palestinian enclave of Jenin. Your
view is then interrupted by the Casa
Nova and Franciscan friary, to resume
towards the west with the hills of
Nazareth and the Yizre’el Valley, which
are more visible from the road leading
out of Bab al Haua. Below the terrace
are the remains of the Saracen fortress
and the enclosing walls and towers.
You exit the holy site through
the remains of the Benedictine
monastery. The avenue leading out
towards Bab al Haua passes close to a
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tiny chapel, known as the Chapel of
Descendentibus. This chapel, built by
architect Barluzzi, commemorates
Jesus and his three apostles who
descended from Mount Tabor, and also
the words that Jesus uttered to them
about their duty to closely guard the
Messianic secret of the Transfiguration
until the day of the Resurrection. To
your right you see the dividing wall
between the Franciscan property and
the Greek Orthodox property of the
old Saracen fortress, as well as the
tiny Franciscan cemetery where the
friars who have lovingly taken care of
Mount Tabor during this last century
are buried. The road then leads you
out of Bab al Haua and down to
Daburiya. After some meters a road
forks off to your right. That is the road
leading to the Greek Orthodox
Monastery of Saint Elijah and to the
Grotto of Melchizedek.
THE GREEK ORTHODOX SECTION
OF MOUNT TABOR
Before leaving Mount Tabor it is
important to stop for a moment to visit
the Greek Orthodox section of the
mountain. The first site you encounter
just alongside the road leading up to
the monastery is a small troglodyte
chapel known as Grotto of Melchizedek.
The Grotto commemorates the biblical
event narrated in Gen 14:17-20: When
Abram returned from defeating
Chedor-Laomer and the kings who had
been on his side, the king of Sodom
came to meet him in the Valley of
Shaveh (that is, the Valley of the
King), Melchizedek king of Salem
brought bread and wine; he was a
priest of God Most High. He pronounced
this blessing: Blessed be Abram by God
Most High, Creator of heaven and
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earth. And blessed be God Most High
for putting your enemies into your
clutches. And Abram gave him a tenth
of everything.
The place of the encounter is
unknown. Jewish tradition first
established the encounter in Jerusalem.
According to Josephus Flavius the
encounter took place in the “Valley of
the King”, that is, close to the Siloam
Pool. Later on the location was
transferred to the Temple esplanade,
because of a scroll in Aramaic
discovered in Qumran in 1947, which
stated that Melchizedek came to Salem
that is Jerusalem, while Abraham set
out to meet him from the valley of
Beth ha-Kerem, namely close to
modern Ein Kerem. For the Samaritans
the encounter took place on Mount
Garizim. For the Judaeo-Christians the
encounter took place in the Grotto of
the Chapel of Adam, underneath
Calvary, where Melchizedek was
custodian of Adam’s tomb. The
Anonymous Pilgrim of Piacenza speaks
about this tradition in 570. For Egeria
and other writers of the 4th century,
Salem was found in the Jordan Valley.
The location of the encounter
on Mount Tabor originated from the
sect of the Melchizedekians, who were
members of a Gnostic sect. Tabor was
indicated as the place of encounter for
the Church of the Gentiles. Saint
Athanasius, bishop of Alexandria, in
the 4th century, wrote a History of
Melchizedek, which became popular in
the Coptic Church. Melchizedek would
have remained as a solitary on Mount
Tabor and lived like a wild man, with
long fingernails, long hair and the skin
of his back hard as a tortoise shell.
After seven years God appeared to
Abraham and instructed him to go and
meet the man of God on Mount Tabor,
cut his hair and nails, give him new
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The mosaic of the Transfiguration in the apse of the church
clothes and accept his offering.
Melchizedek then welcomed Abraham
and blessed him, and offered him a
chalice of wine with a piece of bread.
Maybe this would have been one of the
ancient rites of the Melchizedekian
sect, apart from its obvious Eucharistic
connotations.
In 1106 the Abbot Daniel wrote
that the Grotto of Melchizedek was
found to the west of the Transfiguration
Basilica, just an arrow’s shot away
from the church. It was in the Grotto
that Melchizedek would have erected
an altar and offered the sacrifice. The
Greek
Orthodox
Church
still
commemorates this biblical event in
two places, namely in the Grotto of
Melchizedek on Mount Tabor and in the
Chapel of Adam underneath Calvary.
The Grotto of Melchizedek can
be reached on foot from the main
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road, by a footpath that crosses over
the ancient moat of the Saracen
fortress. The Grotto is unfortunately
not open to the public and is always
closed. The façade is that of a simple
troglodyte church, with a low door and
two windows, from which one can peer
into the semi-darkness. The Grotto lies
below the entrance.
The Greek Orthodox Church of
Saint Elijah was built in 1911 on the
remains of an ancient church mentioned
by William of Tyre in 1183. The church
and monastery were destroyed by
Saladin. The new church did not
respect the foundations of the ancient
Church of Saint Elijah. The church and
monastery are normally visited by
Orthodox pilgrims, but visitors are
welcome during specific hours of the
day.
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“ His face shone like the sun and his
clothes became as dazzling as light”
(Matthew 17:2)
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