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What is a Christian Holy Land?   

While the Greeks are so proud of St Paul and his ministry in their land and Roman Catholics regard Rome as a holy place the expression ‘the Holy Land’ is reserved for Israel because it was the site of Jesus’ life and most of his ministry. He did, however, visit regions that are not within Israel’s present borders, which sets those places into a special category as recipients of Divine favour, as Jesus deliberately went out of his way to visit them or, as a baby, was sent there by God.  

This book is written to encourage Christians in those countries to value their heritage, to build upon it in some way (large or small) to give thanks for it and to look forward to a future destiny: to see how the country, its Christian community and individual congregation and families will be led and blessed into the future according to the promise: “all your children will be taught by the Lord 

and great will be the prosperity of your children” Is. 54:13). 
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Each chapter of this book will consider one country that the Lord Jesus visited and each includes a relevant gospel passage. Each chapter will briefly survey the highlights (or low lights) of the church there, including in recent days.  

This work will show that Jesus spent time, not only in Israel, but in Egypt, Jordan, Syria and Lebanon and, in his adult ministry-life, he brought them his message of the Father’s love and of the Kingdom of God being lived by ordinary people on this Earth. The Christian church was quickly established in each of those regions and grew in the early centuries. The people valued their heritage by building churches, monasteries, hermitages, great cathedrals, chapels, pilgrimage centres, tombs and memorials. A small sample of the archaeology that has so far come to light in each of these four ‘other holy land’ nations will demonstrate how early Christians responded to Jesus’ visits. These physical remnants are not just tourist attractions, they are testimonies, left behind by your Christian ancestors, to witness to the vigour and dedication of their faith. This is why many of them, unfortunately, have been deliberately targeted by terrorists. 

Some information of the current situation for Christians in those lands will be provided, although the situation in some nations is changing constantly, especially in 2020. Not all Christians are suffering in these four nations all of the time, but each has known many periods of suffering and deliberate persecution.  As this recent image from Aleppo in Syria (overleaf) conveys, Our Lord Jesus suffers with his people.  
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Plate A. War damage in Aleppo, Syria, c.2015. 

Kind provision of Father Hugo Alaniz. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 




Egypt 



[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


1.1. Flight of the Holy Family Into Egypt 

The narrative of Joseph’s dream and his escape with his wife, Mary, and the Child Jesus out of the dominion of King Herod the Great and into Egypt is found in Matthew 2:13f. 
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“When they (the Magi) had gone, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream.  ‘Get up’, he said. ‘take the child and his mother and escape to Egypt. Stay there until I tell you, for Herod is going to search for the chid to kill him.’”  
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Plate 1.1. Flight to Egypt. St Simon’s Church, Muquattam, Cairo.1 









In Herod’s youth he was a fierce fighter who, with the approval of Rome, wrested Jerusalem and the kingdom from the last (Jewish) Hasmonean ruler, King Antigonus (40-37 BC) after three years of fighting, before killing the remainder of the Hasmonean family.2 Rome had conquered Israel in 63 BC and, in 37 BC, permitted Herod to be king of Judea as its vassal, although Herod and his dynasty only maintained their high positions while ever it suited Rome, as his oldest son, Archelaus, was to discover. He inherited the prime portion of his father’s kingdom but was such a tyrannical ruler that leading Jews and Samaritans appealed to Rome to remove him.3 Archelaus was tried, deposed and banished to Gaul4 in 6 AD.5  

King Herod I was a wily politician who backed Augustus/Octavian to succeed Julius Caesar as Emperor of Rome and thus he enjoyed imperial favour. He was a cruel and devious man who even killed three of his own sons and his favourite wife, Mariamne. She was the mother of two of those sons and a Hasmonean princess by descent on both family-lines, including being the granddaughter of the high-priest and king, Hyrcanus II.  

Herod was a great builder. As well as rebuilding the Second Temple he built palaces, aqueducts and numerous fortresses. He flattered Augustus by building Sebaste in Samaria (‘Augustus’ in Greek being Sebastos) and he also built the great city and artificial harbour, which he called Caesarea6 and which became the Roman capital of the province of Judea.  

When the three wise men (the Magi) visited him, Herod pretended that he wished to know where the new king was so that he, too, might worship him. He was furious and vengeful when the Magi deceived him by quietly leaving the country without reporting back to him. He then “gave orders to kill all the boys in Bethlehem and its vicinity who were two years old and under, in accordance with the time he had learned from the Magi”  (Mt. 2:8).  
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Because Joseph had been warned in a dream to take the young child (Jesus) and his mother (Mary) and escape into Egypt they lived there until they heard that Herod was dead. Because (as mentioned) Herod had been replaced in Judea and Samaria by his oldest son, Herod Archelaus and he was (by reputation) like his father, Joseph took the family North to Nazareth, which was ruled by Herod Antipas.  

It is now known that Herod I died in 4 BC and that Archelaus was removed  and banished to Gaul7 in 6 AD. Because of this, Rome began direct rule of Judea by appointing governors or procurators (such as Pontius Pilate who was the fifth or sixth of them).8 

By Herod’s death in 4 BC the Holy Family had already been living in Egypt for perhaps a few years, and their return from Egypt must have taken place before Archelaus was removed from office in 6 AD.  

If Jesus had remained in Bethlehem of Judea, rather than Nazareth, living under harsh Roman occupation, he may have been crucified much earlier than he was, but Joseph had been warned in yet another dream to move the family to the North.  

Two of Herod’s surviving sons ruled territory in the North as tetrarchs, rather than kings (they were younger half-brothers of Archelaus). Herod Antipas ruled in Galilee and Herod Philip (4 BC-39 AD) (Lk. 3:1) in the district of Golan and Bashan (2:23) where he built Caesarea-Philipi at Banias/Panias. [He was the father of Salome, who lost his wife, Herodias, to his half-brother, Antipas 

(Mk. 6:17) and who was by nature milder than Archelaus.] 
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1.2. The Eastern Church: Egypt and North Africa 

Christianity reached Egypt very early and spread down the Nile River, across North Africa and flourished. Simon of Cyrene who carried Jesus’ cross (and his sons, Rufus and Alexander), the Ethiopian eunuch and Apollos were all Africans and there were Egyptian Jews and Libyan Jews from Cyrene in Jerusalem for Pentecost and to hear St Peter preach (Acts 2:10).  

St Mark and his relative, the Levite Barnabas, travelled to Antioch (Acts 12:25) and back to Cyprus (Acts 15:39) to preach. The historian Eusebius places St Mark in Alexandria in 43 AD and local tradition places him nearby, in 

Cyrenacia, in about 66 AD and in Alexandria, in Egypt, for his martyrdom in 68.9 In this way the gospel was penetrating throughout the South-Eastern Mediterranean world. 
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1.3. Monasticism  

Egyptian Christianity is best known for monasticism but monasteries existed there from pre-Christian times, where male and female virgins, called Therapeutae, lived. They had given away their property to follow asceticism. They lived solitary lives of contemplation and study, in separate, small houses in the desert but gathered together on the seventh day for a shared meal. Some were Jews, others followed the Egyptian god Serapis.10 Christian monasticism, which began in Egypt, must have been influenced by these numerous, earlier ascetics. 

The two foremost names in the early development of Christian monasticism are Anthony/Antony and Pachomius. 










St Anthony 

St Anthony or Antony (c.250-356 AD) adopted monasticism in c.269 and twenty years later became a desert-hermit. Between 305 and 310 he left his selfimposed seclusion to organise his would-be followers’ lives, adapting the eremitic lifestyle for them. His ‘rule’ (regulations and life-style), like that of the previouslynoted Therapeutae, was strict, but a little different from theirs. As the Church became more secular large numbers of the devout escaped from ‘the world’ to live this common life, making Anthony very influential. He remained in contact with the Patriarch of Alexandria, St











St Pachomius  
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1.4. Other Important Egyptian and/or African Christians  












Tertullian and Origen 











Tertullian  













Origen 













St Menas 











Arius and Arianism  













St Athanasius (296/7-373 AD)  




















1.5. Marcella (325-410 CE) and Melania the Elder (c.345-c.410/417)  Marcella of Rome  


















Melania 











1.6. Celtic and Frankish Monasticism 
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1.7. African Christians Were Both Orthodox and Heterodox 



















1.8. The Persecution of the Egyptian Church  
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1.9. Conclusion 











1.10. Evidence of Christianity in Egypt  



















1.11. Christianity in the Sinai  
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1.12. Other Holy Sites of Sinai  
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1.12. Recent Persecution of Egypt’s Christians    














1.13. Hope for Egypt   
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