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1

THE SECRET ARCHIVES

The soft blue eyes of the Madonna stared serenely down at me from the gilt-framed painting hanging above the desk of the man in the billowy striped costume. By contrast, the man eyed me up and down suspiciously as he picked up the phone and dialed. Attired in sixteenth-century dress—baggy breeches and jacket, starched white neck ruff and floppy black beret—he might easily have been manning a stand at a Renaissance fair. However, this man was no dreamy reenactor of bygone times, but a sergeant in the Swiss Guard: a soldier of the smallest yet, arguably, one of the most influential countries in the world—the Vatican City State. I was standing in the Constantine Portico, the pedestrian entrance to the Apostolic Palace on the north side of St. Peter’s Square, awaiting an appointment with Father Michael Rinsonelli.

Father Rinsonelli had written to me a few months earlier, following the Italian publication of my book The Search for the Grail. I had investigated the historicity behind the Grail legend and had arrived at a controversial conclusion. Today, most people think of the Holy Grail as the cup used by Jesus at the Last Supper, but I had argued that the term “Grail” was originally applied to any holy relic that was thought to have been associated with Christ. In fact, I discovered that a whole variety of receptacles were depicted as the Grail in medieval times: everything ranging from cauldrons to dishes to cups. One such artifact was even an ointment jar, said to have been used by Mary Magdalene to collect drops of Christ’s blood when he appeared to her after he rose from the tomb.

The ointment jar disappeared in Britain during the Middle Ages but it was claimed to have been found by a Midland businessman in the 1920s. The discovery received no recognition at the time and the forgotten relic remained stored away in an attic in the English town of Rugby until I managed to trace it in 1995. When the story of the jar’s discovery broke in the Italian press in the August of that year it ignited immediate controversy. It began with Rocco Zingaro di Ferdinando, the grand master of a secret society claiming descent from the ancient Crusaders, the Knights Templar, holding a press conference in Rome. Zingaro claimed to possess the true Grail and produced an ornate stone cup as proof. So much did the story of the two Grails dominate the Italian media that it sparked a rumpus within the Church itself. The Italian cathedrals at Genoa and Lucca also came forward with their conflicting claims to possess the real Holy Grail, and the squabbling even became international when the Spanish cathedral of Valencia joined in with its claim to house the sacred relic.

I was considering a follow-up book and came across a reference to the so-called Secret Archives—supposedly Vatican records to which very few Church officials have access. They were said to contain all sorts of ancient documents concerning events in Church history that the Vatican kept secret. Just out of interest, I wrote to the Vatican Library asking if they could confirm or deny the existence of the archives. I did not really expect to hear back; it came as a complete surprise when Father Rinsonelli—a priest who actually worked in the Vatican Library—wrote me a very friendly reply. He knew of me from the recent publicity and had actually read my book. Father Rinsonelli had trained as an historian at Oxford University before he was ordained and had long been fascinated by the Grail legend. He not only wanted to meet me if ever I was in Rome, he even offered to show me the Secret Archives.

The sergeant replaced the receiver and told me in a polite but clipped Germanic accent that Father Rinsonelli would be down in a few minutes. As I waited, I paced across the portico, my footsteps echoing along the column-flanked corridor that led to the grand stairway that swept upward into the heart of the Holy See. I stopped and looked up at Bernini’s famous seventeenth-century statue of the person responsible for founding the Vatican and establishing the Roman Catholic Church: the Roman emperor Constantine the Great. It always seemed to me a peculiar irony that Christianity and its message of peace and goodwill should have been so furthered by a man whom history records as a tyrant and a murderer.

In the second decade of the fourth century the Roman empire was in a state of civil war between two would-be emperors, Maxentius and Constantine. Constantine held much of the western empire, but Maxentius still held the city of Rome. On 28 October A.D. 312 Constantine was ready to lay siege to the capital. Legend has it that on the night before the battle he experienced a vision that converted him to Christianity and he accordingly triumphed. Whatever kind of Christianity the emperor imagined he had embraced, it had little to do with the teachings of Jesus. Years after his so-called conversion, Constantine murdered his own son and had his wife boiled alive in her bath.

Historians surmise that Constantine made Christianity the state religion of the Roman empire as an act of political expediency. He needed something to unite the empire and as his domineering mother, the empress Helena, had already embraced the widespread religion, it was Christianity he chose to adopt. However, he first needed to unify the Christians, and that was easier said than done. There was a wide variety of Christian movements throughout the empire, with greatly differing views and practices. There were the Gnostics of southern Egypt who practiced mystical meditation, the Ebionites of Decapolis who lived in communes, the Docetists of Alexandria who believed in the spiritual omnipresence of Jesus, and a myriad of others.

In A.D. 325 Constantine summoned all the Christian leaders to his palace at Nicaea, in what is now Turkey, for a council to agree on the foundations of a unified Church. The emperor faced an almost impossible task. Eventually, after weeks of wrangling, Constantine appointed his political ally Eusebius, the head of the Church at Caesarea in Palestine, to draft a compromise settlement. What Eusebius came up with were, in essence, the religious dogmas that still remain the central pillars of the established Church. Nearly everyone present objected to something or other, and Constantine lost patience. He decreed that anyone who refused to sign the agreement would be banished from the empire. And he enforced his ruling: those who dissented were never heard from again and those who conceded became the hierarchy of the Universal or Catholic Church. To commemorate his conversion, Constantine built a splendid church in Rome, on the site thought to be that of St. Peter’s tomb. So began the Vatican, now a sprawl of gigantic High Renaissance buildings spreading over forty-four hectares.1

“Mr. Phillips!” came a voice from behind me. I turned to face a tall, slim, almost completely bald man in his midfifties. “Father Rinsonelli,” he said cordially, holding out a hand. Father Rinsonelli spoke perfect English with hardly a trace of accent, which was due, I later learned, from his having spent much of his early life in England. He had been born in Rome, but his parents had moved to England after the war. He had been brought up in London and only after studying history at Oxford had returned to Italy to train for the priesthood.

“I thought I’d take you to the library by the scenic route,” he said, as he led me along the corridor toward the wide stone staircase. This was my first time inside the Vatican and the initial effect was breathtaking: because of both the incredible architecture and the arduous climb. As we made our way up the seemingly endless Scala Regia, two long flights of marble steps separated by a corridor, I became aware that the pilasters supporting the vaulted ceiling were placed at gradually diminishing intervals. Apparently the design was a deliberate attempt by the architect Bernini to leave the visitor with the impression that he was approaching ever closer to the holiest of holies. As indeed we were, Father Rinsonelli informed me when we neared the top. The Pope’s private apartments were just off to the right, behind a doorway flanked by two Swiss Guard.

“The Sala Regia,” he said as we reached the head of the great stairway. “The ceremonial center of the Apostolic Palace.” We were in a huge barrel-vaulted hall, so vast and empty that it made me feel somewhat exposed as I walked across its marble floor, ever in the gaze of the Swiss Guard who stood in pairs at their posts beside the various doorways that led off in different directions. Father Rinsonelli pointed to the last and most impressive exit. “The Sistine Chapel,” he said, leading the way.

The word “chapel” I had always associated with humble little buildings. The Sistine Chapel, however, was an enormous single chamber, large enough to contain a modest English cathedral, every inch of its walls and ceiling covered with incredible works of art. Directly fac-ing me as we entered was one of the largest paintings in the world. Covering the entire wall above the high altar was Michelangelo’s Last Judgement, some eighteen meters high and twelve wide. To either side were other priceless works of art—frescos by Botticelli, Luca Signorelli, Rosselli and Perugino.

Scattered around the hall, groups of tourists were awkwardly craning their necks to get a view of what is arguably the world’s most famous work of art: Michelangelo’s painting of the Creation on the Sistine Chapel ceiling. I did likewise, and immediately felt dizzy. It was not so much the awe inspired by Michelangelo’s workmanship as the fact that I could not work out what was holding up the roof. Even in the corridors there had been columns and pillars to either side to support the ceiling. Here the huge concave expanse appeared just to hang there. It seemed as though the whole edifice would come crashing down on top of us at any moment.

Suddenly the throng of tourists in front of us parted as a stream of black-clad clergy made their way from one door, across the hall and out through another. By the scarlet braiding on his cassock, the elderly gentleman leading the party was a cardinal and the priests that followed him, with their briefcases and leather-bound folders, seemed more like an entourage of business executives following their chairman into a board meeting. One of the trailing priests, a young man who was hurrying to catch up, was almost knocked over by a tourist who backed into him while still gazing up at the ceiling. The tourist apologized profusely, but the priest just glared at him and hurried on.

“It can be pretty difficult trying to work here sometimes,” said Father Rinsonelli. “We welcome visitors, but they can get in the way. The Vatican oversees the faith of almost a billion Catholics—that’s over three times the number of people who live in the United States. Imagine the U.S. government trying to conduct its day-to-day business with sightseers wandering freely around the corridors of power.”

As we made our way to the Vatican Museum, where the library was situated, Father Rinsonelli told me the history of the Secret Archives. The Archives of the Apostolic See, to use their real name, were basically a record of all that ever went on in the Vatican. They included everything from the minutes of daily meetings to the thinking behind Church dogma and papal decrees—thousands of folders containing briefs, letters and accounts spanning the history of the Vatican. They were, in fact, the working documents of the Curia, the two-thousand-strong Vatican bureaucracy. Father Rinsonelli, however, was far more than a filing clerk. Archivists such as he were members of the Amministrazioni Palatine, a select Vatican department answering directly to the Pope.

My guided tour of the magnificent galleries of the Vatican Museum ended above the Apostolic Library in a dull, whitewashed storeroom some nine meters square.

“The Secret Archives,” Father Rinsonelli announced casually, motioning to the bundles of manila folders stacked all over the floor. I looked at the priest incredulously as he led me on through a series of further dull-looking rooms filled with filing cabinets and endless stacks of loosely bound papers and documents. Here were none other than the infamous Secret Archives—the records of everything that has gone on behind the Vatican walls for centuries.

“I’m afraid the term ‘Secret Archives’ is rather misleading,” continued the priest. “The archives were secret once, and that’s how they got their name, but in 1883 Pope Leo XIII declared that the papacy had nothing to fear from history and opened the archives to secular scholars. The real secret about the archives is that they are a complete shambles.”

Father Rinsonelli explained how most of the documents had remained unbound and uncataloged for centuries. In 1980 the Pope had inaugurated a project to house the archives in a new underground facility beneath the Cortile della Pigna, and the library staff had since spent much of their time binding and cataloging everything as the work proceeded. A few years before, one cardinal-librarian tried to initiate a similar project but abandoned the idea when his staff confidently informed him that the project would take a hundred years.

“Sadly, we have less than twenty staff at any time,” the priest complained. “The work has been going on for almost two decades and we’ve hardly made a start. Some say the archives will eventually take up fifty kilometers of shelves, so I think the original estimate of a hundred years may be optimistic.”

Intrigued, I listened as Father Rinsonelli told me about some of the fascinating documents that had been rediscovered during the move: the momentous papal bulls that pronounced the excommunication of Martin Luther and Henry VIII; letters written by Michelangelo and the infamous Lucrezia Borgia; even the signed testimony of Galileo.

“Unfortunately, most of it makes pretty dull reading,” he concluded, bending down to examine one of the folders. “Stationery requisitions for August 1961.”

“Why are you showing me all this?” I asked eventually.

“You wrote that you thought the Church is in the business of concealing its history. I wanted you to realize that today that simply isn’t true. If there is any particular document you want to see, just ask and I’m sure I can arrange it.”

I didn’t quite know how to respond to Father Rinsonelli’s invitation. If there were secret documents in the Vatican archives, how would I know what they were so as to be able to ask for them?

“I’m not quite sure what I’ll be working on next,” I said after a few moments’ thought.

“Have you considered a possible link between the Holy Grail and the Holy Mother?”

“The Virgin Mary! Why?”

“I found a rather interesting reference concerning the Grail in the archives.” Father Rinsonelli began by describing a fascinating episode of Vatican intrigue concerning modern Church teachings regarding the Assumption—the Virgin Mary’s ascension into heaven.

Even though the Bible makes no reference to the event, an old Church tradition holds that the Virgin Mary ascended bodily into heaven. More progressive members of the Church considered the story a myth, and that Mary’s mortal remains would have been interred according to contemporary custom. The Catholic world remained divided on the issue and until recently it was left up to individual churchgoers to make up their own minds. In 1950, however, the Assumption was declared dogma by Pope Pius XII. From then on Mary’s bodily ascension into heaven became official Church doctrine.

The new doctrine meant that, unlike other saints, Mary’s mortal remains were not to be found anywhere on earth. This left the Church with a problem. Just to the east of Jerusalem in the Valley of Jehosaphat is a dark underground shrine that for centuries had been regarded as the Virgin’s tomb. It is now empty, but when it was discovered in A.D. 517 by Severus, the bishop of Antioch, it did contain a number of bodies, one of which was said to be Mary’s. Since the sixteenth century the parish church of Calcata in Italy has made claim to possessing some of these bones, which were credited with miraculous healing properties, and every year thousands of Catholics made a pilgrimage to visit the shrine where the relics were housed.

Fearing that the shrine might be used by critics of the Church to undermine the credibility of the papacy, cardinal-advisers to the Pope set up an official investigation into the authenticity of the relics. Giovanni Benedetti, an archaeologist attached to the Vatican Museum, was sent to examine the relics, presumably in the hope of proving them a fake. Although, much to the relief of the Vatican, the relics turned out to be sheep bones, Benedetti inadvertently opened up a completely new can of worms. “While he was waiting to examine the bones, he had investigated the authenticity of the Jerusalem tomb. He concluded, like most historians, that there was no evidence that the tomb in the Valley of Jehosaphat was really Mary’s tomb. (Severus himself even admitted that he learned that it was Mary’s tomb in a dream.) However, during this investigation Benedetti had come across what he considered to be evidence for an altogether different tomb of the Virgin Mary.

When he reported back on his findings, he was summoned to appear before one of the most powerful departments in the Vatican— the Holy Inquisition. Although it was renamed the Holy Office in 1908, this High Court of orthodoxy is still, even today, very much in the business of ferreting out heretics, and something of its sinister reputation still clings to its offices in St. Peter’s Square. The Inquisition may no longer have the power to burn dissenters at the stake, but it does wield the authority to censor Church writings and to excommunicate any Catholic who it deems to have offended the faith. On pain of excommunication, Benedetti was instructed to discontinue his work and was forbidden to publish or speak publicly about his research. A good Catholic and an employee of the Vatican, he complied.

Father Rinsonelli had found the minutes of Benedetti’s appearance before the Holy Office. They apparently made no specific reference to the evidence for a second tomb, but they did make the Holy Office position clear. Although it was evidently their informed opinion that the second tomb was simply a Dark Age legend, they considered that any further investigations into the subject by a Vatican official would appear divisive.

Like the Holy Office, Father Rinsonelli accepted the doctrine of the Assumption and considered the second tomb to be a myth. However, he had found something in the report that had intrigued him. It seems that Benedetti had spoken to someone about his theory because the minutes showed that he had been specifically instructed to clarify a remark that he had made. Father Rinsonelli took a notebook from his pocket and read his translation of the relevant reference: “‘His [Benedetti’s] statement that the Holy Mother was the Holy Grail should be properly clarified so that no improper inference should be made. Namely, that the Grail was merely an artistic representation of the Holy Mother.’”

This was a concept new to Father Rinsonelli, and he wanted to know if I had ever come across any evidence of a link between Mary and the Grail legend.

“Mary Magdalene, yes,” I replied, “but not the Virgin Mary. But even that, I’m certain, was a medieval legend.” It was indeed an interesting concept: a sacred chalice that contained the holy blood of Jesus—an early Christian symbol for Christ’s mother. “I wouldn’t disagree, though,” I said, “As you know, I think the Grail became different things to different people. As for the Virgin Mary, I don’t know much about her.”

“Nor does anyone,” said Father Rinsonelli, turning and staring out through the window across the jumbled rooftops of the Vatican City. “Our Lady is the most important woman who ever lived, yet the Bible tells us almost nothing about her.”

From the Catholic perspective Farther Rinsonelli was right. According to the Dogmatic Constitution of the Church, “Mary has by grace been exalted above all angels and men to a place second only to her Son.” The Virgin Mary is by far the most venerated of saints. Most saints have only one annual feast or holy day, while St. Mary has one every few weeks, and all Catholic churches, abbeys and cathedrals have a Lady chapel dedicated to her, regardless of which saint the building itself is dedicated to. Moreover, most daily prayers are offered exclusively to the Virgin. Of the 180 prayers of the rosary required to be recited by Catholics as part of the confessional process, 150 are the “Ave Maria”—the “Hail Mary.”

The Bible, on the other hand, is strangely silent concerning most of her life. It gives Mary great importance as the mother of Christ; it tells how she conceived by direct intervention of the Holy Ghost and gave birth to Jesus in Bethlehem. But apart from her presence at the foot of the cross during the Crucifixion, she appears in only a few brief episodes during Jesus’ ministry and then only as a peripheral character. After the Crucifixion the gospels tell us nothing of where she lived or died: neither is there a single reference either to her burial or to the Assumption.

Giovanni Benedetti’s investigations concerning the tomb of the Virgin Mary were only one of the many topics Father Rinsonelli and I discussed before parting company that day, but the story had intrigued me far more than the priest knew or intended. It had me thinking about the whole question of the Virgin Mary. Marian devotion—the veneration of the Virgin Mary—is a central theme of Catholic theology. To almost a billion Catholics, Mary is the most important woman who ever lived. However, her life on earth is almost a complete mystery. She appears only briefly in a few biblical verses, and no contemporary records concerning her have ever been found. There and then I decided on my next historical investigation. I was determined to discover the truth about the mother of Christ. Who was she, really? What was she like as a person? Where did she live out her life and where did she die? And then there was the most compelling question of all—where was she buried?

As I left St. Peter’s Square later that afternoon, I glanced over at the High Renaissance building directly opposite the Constantine Portico— the Holy Office. Bound by the doctrine of the Assumption, Father Rinsonelli had not given a second thought to Benedetti’s notion that there might be a real tomb of the Virgin Mary. I, however, could not help feeling that there was more to the Holy Office muzzling Benedetti than the report revealed. Had he discovered convincing evidence that there really was a second tomb? Although I did not know it at the time, I was about to embark upon the search to uncover one of the greatest secrets in Christian history—the tomb of the Virgin Mary.

SUMMARY


	The Bible is silent concerning most of the Virgin Mary’s life. It gives her great importance as the mother of Christ; it tells how she conceived by direct intervention of the Holy Ghost and gave birth to Jesus in Bethlehem. However, apart from her presence at the foot of the cross during the Crucifixion, she appears in only a few brief episodes during Jesus’ ministry and then only as a peripheral character. After the Crucifixion the gospels tell us nothing of where she lived or died, and there is not a single reference to her place of burial.

	Even though the Bible makes no reference to the event, an old Church tradition holds that the Virgin Mary ascended bodily into heaven. More progressive members of the Church considered the story a myth. The Catholic world remained divided on the issue and until recently it was left up to individual churchgoers to make up their own minds. In 1950, however, Mary’s bodily ascension into heaven—the Assumption—was made official Church doctrine by Pope Pius XII.

	The new doctrine meant that, unlike other saints, Mary’s mortal remains were not to be found anywhere on earth. This left the Church with a problem. Just to the east of Jerusalem in the valley of Jehosaphat is a dark underground shrine that for centuries had been regarded as the Virgin’s tomb. Fearing that the shrine might be used by critics of the Church to undermine the credibility of the papacy, cardinal-advisers to the Pope set up an official investigation into its authenticity.

	Giovanni Benedetti, the archaeologist attached to the Vatican Museum who was sent to examine the tomb, concluded that there was no evidence that it was really Mary’s final resting place. However, during this investigation he had come across what he considered to be evidence for an altogether different tomb of the Virgin Mary.

	When Benedetti reported back on his findings, he was summoned to appear before one of the most powerful departments in the Vatican—the Holy Office. On pain of excommunication, he was instructed to discontinue his work and was forbidden to publish or speak publicly about his research. The location of the second tomb that Benedetti discovered was never made public.
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CITY OF GOD

My ears popped as the plane swept down over the diamondblue waters of the Mediterranean, as smooth as glass and sparkling in the morning sun. We were beginning our descent into Ben Gurion International Airport at Tel Aviv. I was somewhat disappointed by my first view of the Holy Land. The coastline looked like a Spanish holiday resort: luxury hotels lining the seafront, with rows of extruded office blocks and apartment buildings beyond—all shrouded in a brown haze.

Once I was on the bus and heading for Jerusalem, however, everything changed: the parched land, the sunbaked palms and the crumbling hills all seemed far more familiar as the land of Jesus Christ. It was here, two thousand years ago, that Mary had raised a son who would change the world forever. I took out the pocket-size copy of The Living Faith, a Catholic handbook that Father Rinsonelli had given me, and glanced at the introduction to the chapter on the Virgin Mary:

Mary is the Mother of God and Queen of Heaven. She is the co-redeemer of the universe, part of the trinity, and the only human being who is the theme of an article of faith. She is the Immaculate Conception, born exempt from original sin. She is the model of faith and charity. She is the most superior and wholly unique member of the Church. She is forever Virgin.

This was the Mary of Church doctrine—the Mary of faith. Here, in the land of Israel, I hoped to discover the Mary of history.

Late that afternoon I stood on the balcony of the Sheraton Plaza hotel looking out over the city of Jerusalem. To the west was the New City, like any modern metropolis with its high-rise blocks, department stores and streams of traffic; but to the east was the Old City with its great stone walls, the Church of the Holy Sepulchre and the golden Dome of the Rock. This was the capital of ancient Palestine where Jesus had preached and died.

After showering and changing I wandered back on to the balcony and looked again over the holy city. The sun had set but the sky was still red with twilight and a full moon hung just above the distant mountains. Somewhere out there, I wondered, was there really a forgotten tomb of the Virgin Mary: a secret that had died with Giovanni Benedetti? True to his word, he never published anything on his investigations into Mary’s tomb. As far as I could discover, he never even mentioned the episode again before his death in 1961. I would have to start at the beginning. Try to discover as much as I could about Mary’s life. But there was nothing I could do that evening. I decided that I would sample the Jerusalem night life; find out what the average Israeli did on a Friday night.

Suddenly I became aware of something strange. Lights were twinkling in the houses below but an eerie silence had settled over everything. I leant over the parapet and looked down at the streets. They were completely empty. The fuming traffic and rushing pedestrians of only an hour before were all gone. For some minutes I stood there mystified until the deathly calm was broken when a single taxi raced past the front of the hotel and disappeared into a side street.

Suddenly, my heart was pounding. The most famous image of the Gulf War came flooding into my mind. The CNN reporter looking out of his Tel Aviv hotel window as the camera shakily zoomed in on a fiery glow somewhere across the city. The first of Saddam Hussein’s Scud missiles had fallen on Israel and no one yet knew if its payload was nerve gas. An anxious voice from the studio implored the reporter to close the windows and put on his respirator.

Only a few weeks earlier the West had again come within a whis-per of launching air raids on Baghdad when the Iraqis had obstructed the UN weapons inspectors. Israel had been on high alert in preparation for expected Iraqi reprisals. Had hostilities finally broken out? Had the noise of the shower drowned out the sound of the air raid sirens? Had everyone fled for cover? Was a Scud attack imminent? I quickly left the balcony, slammed shut the sliding glass door, grabbed the phone and dialed reception.

“What’s going on?” I asked nervously. “Outside, the streets, they’re empty.”

A pause and then a laugh.

“It’s shabat, the Sabbath, sir.”

Of course; the Sabbath. From sundown Friday to sundown Saturday, no work and no travel. Sighing with relief, I flopped back on the bed.

Having absolutely no idea what non-Jews were expected to do or not to do on the Sabbath day, I decided to play it safe. Accordingly, I spent that evening and the following day in my hotel room going over all the information I had on the Virgin Mary’s background.

Nazareth was a small Jewish community about a hundred kilometers north of Jerusalem, and it is here that Mary makes her first appearance in the Bible story. When she was born, just over two thousand years ago, Palestine was a province of the Roman empire—the mightiest empire the world had known, encompassing the Mediterranean and stretching throughout much of western Europe, the Near East and northern Africa. Although the Jews were Roman subjects, overseen by the Roman military presence, their way of life continued pretty much as it had before the Romans annexed the country in 63 B.C. Jewish religion was permitted and remained under the jurisdiction of the Sanhedrin, the priesthood at the great temple in Jerusalem. The Jews even had their own king, albeit a puppet king—Herod the Great—who exercised considerable authority from his palace at Herodium, some twenty-five kilometers south of Jerusalem.1

Each year on 25 March, the modern Church celebrates the Feast of the Annunciation, commemorating the day when, according to the Bible, Mary was visited in Nazareth by the angel Gabriel and told that she had conceived a divine child—Jesus. According to the narrative, Mary is perplexed by the news as she and her husband Joseph have not yet consummated their marriage. The angel, however, tells Mary that the child is not Joseph’s, but the son of God. Through the miraculous intervention of the Holy Ghost, Mary has conceived as a virgin. She has been chosen to bear Christ: the Hebrew Messiah.

Although the name Christ is now used specifically in reference to Jesus, it originally came from the Latin Christus, which came in turn from the Greek Khristos, meaning “anointed one.” For the early Christians, it was the nearest translation of the Hebrew term Messiah. Although the word itself, roughly translated, does mean “anointed one,” the Messiah to the ancient Jews was a unique individual. To understand Mary’s role, it is first necessary to understand the concept of Messiah.

The ancient Hebrews believed that it was their destiny to settle in Canaan, a fertile strip of land stretching around a hundred kilometers inland from the southern coast of the eastern Mediterranean— specifically, Palestine, southernmost Canaan, between and around Lake Galilee and the Dead Sea. Culturally, the Hebrews were exceptional for their time in that they believed in one, nameless god who was known only by such titles as Adoni—“Lord”—or Jehovah—“I am that I am.” They were originally twelve separate tribes who settled in Palestine during the thirteenth century B.C. but were eventually unified into one kingdom, the kingdom of Israel, by David around 1000 B.C. Within a century, however, the country had split into two separate kingdoms.2

The schism resulted in numerous squabbling sects, leaving Israel prey to foreign aggression, and both kingdoms were conquered by a succession of invaders including the Babylonians, the Greeks and ultimately the Romans. The ancient Hebrew prophets, such as Isaiah and Zechariah, had warned the Hebrews of their folly. They predicted that God would turn his back on Israel until the kingdom again came together as one nation, united by a common religious cause. The man foretold to unite Israel was a royal son of God a priest-king—the Messiah. He would, like David before him, unify the Hebrews into a new kingdom of Israel. By Mary’s time the Hebrews were collectively called the Jews and so the Messiah would be king of the Jews.3

So who was this remarkable woman, chosen by God to bear the savior of Israel? Strangely, the Bible itself does not say anything about Mary’s background. It does not name her parents; it does not say where she was born or even how she came to be with Joseph. Her story simply starts with the Annunciation.

Church tradition, however, does reveal something of Mary’s childhood. Her father, the tradition holds, was a pious Jew called Joachim and her mother was a devoutly religious woman named Anna. For many years the couple remained childless until an angel appeared to Anna and told her that she was to bear a very special daughter. Today’s Church celebrates the appearance of the angel to Anna on 8 December as the Feast of the Immaculate Conception, because Mary’s conception was considered immaculate or divine. According to modern Church doctrine, as the future Mother of God, Mary was conceived free from original sin—the vices and immorality that corrupt the rest of humanity.4

Mary’s birth is celebrated every year on 8 September and, according to the same Church tradition, Mary was born a remarkable girl. She was a beautiful and gifted child who could even walk at the age of six months. When she was three her parents took her to the temple in Jerusalem, where she promptly danced on the steps of the temple portico. The high priest saw this as a sign from God, and Mary was accepted as a temple maiden; for many years she served the Lord as an altar girl in the holy precinct. According to the law, on reaching puberty she was compelled to leave and the high priest found her a guardian: an old widower named Joseph, whom she ultimately married. Mary lived her life as a modest Jewish woman, praying diligently, never losing her virginity to the elderly Joseph.5

Although this story has been told by the established Church for centuries, there is not actually one word of it anywhere in the Bible. In fact, there is not even anything in the biblical narrative to suggest that Mary herself was an immaculate conception. Where, then, did the story originate?

The oldest surviving reference to this popular account of Mary’s childhood is found in the Protevangelium, a book attributed to the second-century Christian leader James of Ephesus.6 Although no original copy survives, it still exists, partly transcribed, in the works of the third-century Christian writers Origen and Clement of Alexandria. Even within the Church itself there were those who treated the story with suspicion and it was not until 1854 that the account was fully endorsed by Pope Pius IX, who made the concept of the Immaculate Conception official dogma.7

Pope Pius based his judgment on faith. Did the mysterious James who wrote the Protevangelium, sometime around A.D. 180, draw upon any historical sources, or was he too inspired by faith alone? James firmly associates Mary with the Jerusalem temple, so do any records of her time as a temple maiden still exist? Could I discover anything about her childhood at the temple of Jerusalem?8

Before leaving England I had spoken on the phone with David Deissmann, an archaeologist from the Hebrew University who was involved in excavations of the Jerusalem temple. He had agreed to meet with me on the Monday morning and suggested the most appropriate place—the famous Wailing Wall. So here I was, on the fourth day of my visit to Israel, the only Gentile standing on the wide plaza at the foot of the sacred wall. I was flanked on each side by dozens of Jewish worshippers, who almost mesmerized me with their rhythmic rocking before the ancient weathered stones. Bowing repeatedly, they dutifully recited from prayer books that were cupped devoutly in their hands. Others came and bowed just once or twice before slipping a piece of paper, a written prayer, into cracks in the crumbling façade. This fiftymeter rampart, the site of pilgrimage for Jews from around the world, is all that now remains of the temple of Jerusalem.

Almost a thousand years before Mary was born, David’s son Solomon built the first temple in the Israelite capital of Jerusalem, and it soon became the holiest shrine for all Hebrews. Although, following the fragmentation of the country after Solomon’s death, northern Israel made its capital at Samaria, it was still Jerusalem, now the capital of the southern kingdom of Judah, that all Hebrews continued to venerate as the holy city. It was in this kingdom, later called Judea by the Romans, that the Hebrew faith continued to develop and, accordingly, the kingdom ultimately lent its name to the Israelite religion and its adherents as a whole: namely, Judaism and the Jews. For almost half a millennium the Jerusalem temple remained the center of the Jewish faith, until the city was invaded by the Babylonians in 587 B.C. Thousands of Jews were enslaved and carted off to exile in the city of Babylon when the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar ordered the temple sacked and razed to the ground. Then, in 515 B.C., when the Persians defeated the Babylonians, the Jews were allowed to return to Jerusalem. The temple was partly repaired but this too was plundered by the Greeks in 169 B.C. By the time the Roman general Pompey took the city in 63 B.C., the once great temple was little more than a highly venerated pile of rubble.9

Paradoxically, the Roman occupation of Palestine actually brought greater prosperity to the area than it had known for centuries. When Herod was installed as king by the Romans, he used this new-found wealth to reconstruct the temple on an even grander scale than the original. Work began about 19 B.C., and by the time it was completed the new temple was one of the largest and most impressive structures in the Near East.

The Jewish historian Josephus, writing around A.D. 90, tells of the astonishing magnitude of the project. Built on a flat-topped hill at the edge of the city, the outer walls measured 240 by 1,000 meters: an incredible two-and-a-half-kilometer walk. They were 50 meters high in places and made from stones weighing as much as 50 tons. At the grand entrance to the south end of the town-sized complex, broad flights of steps led upward to the gateways of the Royal Portico: a great columned hall, opening on to the vast outer courtyard beyond. According to Josephus, the pillars that supported the portico roof were so massive that three men standing with arms outstretched could not encircle them.

The outer courtyard was large enough to fit thirteen modern football pitches and was surrounded on all sides by colonnades. Beneath these covered walkways, which provided shade from the blistering sun, visitors could meet and teachers and students could debate religious issues. Glistening in the middle of the courtyard was the inner temple complex, built on top of a gigantic stone platform over a meter high. Its castellated walls measured some 300 by 150 meters and were about 30 meters in height, with defensive turrets at strategic points. At various intervals steps led up the platform to eight huge doors covered with gold and silver plating. The main entrance, the Corinthian Gate, was on the eastern side. Over fifteen meters high, its double bronze doors were so heavy, Josephus tells us, that twenty men were needed to push them shut.

Anyone could enter the Royal Portico and the outer courtyard but only Jews were allowed inside the central complex. Notices written in Greek and Latin warned everyone who was not Jewish to keep out. Any foreigner who ignored the warning was likely to find himself lynched. Through the Corinthian Gate, worshippers entered another court, some 67 meters square, again surrounded by covered walkways. This was known as the Women’s Court, as beyond this point women could not venture. Only men were allowed to climb a further flight of steps and pass through a final gate, to stand in the inner court before the temple itself—an exact replica of Solomon’s temple as described in the ancient scriptures. It was around 50 meters high and some 300 meters square, its walls flanked by columns and its roof surrounded by gilded spikes to prevent birds from perching along its edge. Inside there was an outer sanctuary, housing braziers for the animal sacrifices required by contemporary Judaic law, and the high altar bearing the menorah, the golden seven-branched candlestick that symbolized the presence of God. Finally, beyond this, the innermost sanctuary, the “holy of holies,” was left empty. In the original temple the Ark of the Covenant had rested here, but mysteriously it had disappeared centuries before. Herod’s new temple again became the focus of pilgrimage for Jews throughout the world. There may have been many synagogues but there was only one temple of God.10

Unfortunately, I could learn nothing of Mary’s childhood service at the temple from its historical records, for it long ago all but vanished. The destruction of the temple was apparently foretold by Christ himself. The ancient Hebrew prophets predicted that the Messiah would enter the holy city of Jerusalem and challenge the corruption of the temple. According to the Bible, this is exactly what Mary’s son Jesus eventually did.

Religious law compelled every Jew to pay temple tax once a year, and it could only be paid in silver shekels. For this reason there were money-changers stationed in the Royal Portico to exchange travelers’ coins. In fact, the portico became a hive of industry as there were also lines of stalls selling sacrificial animals, such as birds, sheep and goats. Many of the traders charged extortionate commission and unfairly high prices, taking advantage of the pilgrims, many of whom had spent their savings traveling from far afield to worship at the temple. The traders had to pay for permission to have their stalls in this area, and the priesthood was growing rich off the profits.11 Finding the entire procedure abhorrent:

Jesus went into the temple, and began to cast out them that sold and bought in the temple, and overthrew the tables of the money-changers, and the seats of them that sold doves. (Mark 11:15)

Jesus was so appalled at the corruption of the temple that he even foretold its destruction:

Seest thou these great buildings? There shall not be left one stone upon another, that shall not be thrown down. (Mark 13:2)

Jesus’ prophecy came true after the Jewish revolt against Rome late in the seventh decade. In A.D. 70 the magnificent temple was reduced to rubble when the Romans looted it of its treasures and burnt it to the ground. The emperor even ordered the entire complex to be demolished stone by stone. Only one section of wall still remains—the Wailing Wall. The several courses of stones that now rise above the modern pavement of Old Jerusalem were once part of the western wall of the Royal Portico.

David Deissmann arrived on time and after we had exchanged pleasantries he led me to a nearby setting with an altogether different ambience—a broad flight of steps swarming with tourists.

“This is the staircase that once led up to the Royal Portico,” he said. “The very steps on which the child Mary is said to have danced. Sadly, however, the story is a myth.”

“I suspect so myself,” I said. “But, like most ancient traditions, it can’t be proved one way or the other.”

“It can,” he said, handing me a monochrome photograph. It showed two Roman coins. “They were found beneath the stones down there.” He pointed to the lower steps where a party of Japanese sightseers were being videoed by a tour guide.

I looked at the photograph again and David’s meaning became clear. The coins bore the head of the emperor Tiberius.

The discovery completely undermined the story written by James of Ephesus in the second century. The temple steps might still have been visible surrounding the rubble of the desecrated temple in James’s time, but they would not have been there at all when Mary was a child. From Josephus we know that the work on the temple complex began, firstly, on the inner temple and moved progressively outward until finally the Royal Portico was built sometime before Jesus’ ministry around A.D. 30. The Roman coins had been discovered beneath the lowest level of the steps. Whether they were deliberately placed there for some reason or were accidentally dropped will never be known. What is certain is that they found their way under the steps when the work began. As Tiberius did not become emperor until A.D. 14, the steps must postdate this time. Consequently, they were not even there when Mary was supposed to have danced on them some three decades earlier.12

David went on to explain that even the story of Mary’s service as a temple maiden, serving at the high altar, fails to withstand historical scrutiny. Not only were all females, young and old, forbidden to enter the inner temple, let alone go anywhere near the high altar, but there was no such thing as a temple maiden in contemporary Judaism. In fact, the entire concept is Roman. James came from Ephesus, a seaport city in what is now Turkey, and in the late second century there was a thriving Christian community there. Ephesus was also a huge cultic center for the Roman goddess Diana. At Diana’s temple in the city, it was one of the highest honors for a young girl to be chosen as a temple maiden to serve the goddess until she reached puberty. It seems to have been this pagan custom that James transposed, out of time and cultural context, to the Jewish Palestine of two centuries earlier.13

With the entire story of Mary’s birth and childhood in question, I was left with the Bible itself from which to ascertain anything concerning her early life.

We may not be told of Mary’s parentage in the biblical narrative, but we are told of her cousin. According to the Bible, after Mary learns that she is to bear the Christ Child she goes to stay with her cousin Elizabeth, who the angel tells her will also bear a son—although seemingly not as a virgin. This child is to be John the Baptist, the preacher who will one day prepare the way for Christ’s ministry. In the modern Church calendar Mary’s stay with Elizabeth, the Feast of the Visitation, is commemorated each year on 31 May. In the Bible story Mary actually stays with her cousin for three months, before returning home to Nazareth. Soon after, however, she is again compelled to travel—this time to Bethlehem. Bethlehem was to be my next port of call.

David kindly offered to drive me to see the very place where Jesus is said to have been born. We would probably have been better off walking to Bethlehem like the pilgrims traditionally do, as a massive tailback had formed on the Hebron Road. Israeli soldiers were searching cars at a checkpoint on the outskirts of Jerusalem. It seemed that they were looking for a suspected terrorist who was expected to try to pass into the semiautonomous Palestinian region in which Bethlehem was located.

“Once, in Royal David’s City”—the opening words of the famous children’s carol—go on to tell of Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem. The contemporary Jews believed that Bethlehem was King

























































	The only documentary evidence for the existence of the Virgin Mary written within a hundred years of the time she is said to have lived is to be found in the Bible. This, however, provides no details of her family or background.

	The oldest surviving reference to Mary’s childhood is found in the Protevangelium, a book attributed to the second-century Christian leader, James of Ephesus. James’s account, however, is likely to have been based largely on legend. For example, it refers to Mary’s childhood service as an altar girl in the Jerusalem temple at a time when women were not allowed into the inner sanctum.

	Modern literary analysis of the biblical gospels has revealed that in their present form they were not compiled until at least a generation after the events they describe. As the only historical evidence for Mary’s existence, just how accurate is the New Testament?

	In A.D. 120 the Christian missionary Papias of Phrygia claimed that the original gospel accounts were compiled in Aramaic, the everyday dialect of first-century Palestine. Evidence that the gospel accounts were originally compiled in this tongue would go a long way toward demonstrating that they were based to some degree on eyewitness testimony.

	Remarkably, evidence that Jesus’ teachings were originally written down in Aramaic is still preserved in the Bible. When Jesus’ words are translated back into Aramaic poetical characteristics occur. For instance, in Matthew’s “Sermon on the Mount” verses flow melodically and lines rhyme. This suggests that they were original words spoken by a teacher that were set in a mnemonic form so that they could be remembered by followers.

	From such evidence it seems that at least some aspects of the story of Jesus’ life come from original, first-hand sources. There therefore seems no serious reason to doubt that his mother Mary was an historical figure.
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