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Introduction

The NT is a branch of the biblical studies very much in need of a solid basis. Indeed, research
the NT is extremely wide and fruitful. Favorite new directions in contemporary exegesis are main

Pontlfluum.Athenaeum of a literary and a theological character. These directions are of course helpful and promising. Th
A_ntomanum is, however, a danger of forgetting the material culture of the time when the texts were written. Ma
in Rome. seem to think that thesealia are not important for the understanding of the text. What is important

to them is rather the message, maybe even the beauty of the text, and the history of its formation.
the whole there seem to be a kind of neglect for the historical dimension of the NT.

NT seems rather neglected by archaeologists too! When they speak of biblical archaeology, tt
normally mean OT archaeology. In handbooks and surveys, NT archaeology is hardly mentionec

Being myself not an archaeologist but an exegete, | shall offer you some considerations on |
bearing of archaeological research on the interpretation of the NT. | shall base myself mainly on t
work carried out by the archaeologists of 8tadium Biblicum Franciscanuim Jerusalem. This
simply because most of the NT sites have been excavated by the said centre. As one can e:
understand, the Franciscans of the Holy Land are and have always been interested not only in det
ing memories of the times of the OT and NT but also of the early church.

A major task for the SBF since its beginning has been to critically illustrate the traditional hol
places entrusted by the Catholic Church to the Franciscan Custody of the Holy Land. Research
veloped in two main areas: literary sources and archaeological excavations. A major challenge w
and still remains, to combine these two areas together. Until recently, literary sources normally cc
sulted were, besides the Holy Scriptures, the descriptions of the pilgrims who visited the holy plac
during the centuries. A major problem arose from the fact that these descriptions were hardly olc
than the fourth century AD. For the first three centuries all evidence was lacking. This was at the be
of a certain scepticism among scholars regarding many christian holy sites, suspected of being c
devotional and a late invention for the sake of western pilgrims who wished to locate every eve
mentioned in the Gospels.

SBF contribution

Archaeological excavations - since about the beginning of this century but particularly since tt
fifties - helped fill the gap of the first three centuries of Christianity in the Holy Land. Actually, in
certain holy places remains of cultic installations have been uncovered that preceded the Byzan
buildings of the IV cent. AD. These remains were markedly different from those familiar to scholar
of Christian archaeology. In order to interpret these remains, Christian and Jewish literary sourc
were consulted. From these we come to know that Christians of Jewish origin lived in Galilee, pe
ticularly in Nazareth, Tiberias, Sephoris and Capernaum, and in other parts of the country. Amo
these Jewish Christians, the relatives of Jesus had a preminent place in the community. It was ¢
natural that these “relatives of Jesus” were deeply attached to the places and the traditions of tl
own family. It was around these places that Christian life and worship were organized and the fi
communities came into being. This has been one of the most exciting discoveries.

Sudying the literary sources and the pre-Byzantine remains, a conviction arose that a certain
erature had to be taken into consideration that showed a foreign mentality: the so-called apocryp
literature. This literature was of a popular nature but not heterodox. It shows the thinking process &
faith of the followers of Jesus (Christians) who though they beleived in him still followed the Jewis
thought. This made their way of thinking clearly distinct from the Christians of the period coming
_ 1 _ from the Western world. In some cases thisliterature reflects the mentality and beleifs of the Moth

Church of Jerusalem. A literature which contains ancient elements that are in agreement with




essSaysS ser

Alviero Nicacci ofm
was born in Italy and
belongs to the
Franciscan province of
Umbria. Qualifica-
tions: Licentiate of
theology (Pontificia
Universita
Lateranense: 1969);
Licentiate in Ancient
Eastern Studies (PIB:
1970); Licentiate in
Holy Scriptures (PIB:
1972); Laureate in
literature and Philoso-
phy (University of
Roma: 1977). Profes-
sor (Ordinary) (1988)
at the SBF (1978-):
exegesis of the Old
Testament and biblical
Hebrew language;
Egyptian and Ugaritic
languages. Served as:
secretary of the SBF
(1978-80); Vice-
director of the SBF
(1987-90); Director
(1990-1996).

chaeological data. Over forty years of research have given us a much better picture of the histon
the Christian presence in ther Holy Land from the NT times down to the present. The main links
this chronological chain, going back in history from today'’s reality, are as follows: today’s church o
sanctuary, Crusader, Byzantine, and finally pre-Byzantine periods. It is obvious that those sites wh
this chronological chain is uninterrupted can be considered as authentic sites and beyond any |
sonable doubt.

The Christian Holy Places

From this perspective we can draw a list of the main christian holy places in the Holy Lan
according to their degree of authenticity. Our interest in this context is not the authenticity as su
but rather the history of the different sites and the different communities that lived there. Our pr
mary purpose is to identify the places that have preserved the memories since NT times and, ¢
ondly to illustrate how archaeology and biblical text can be brought together.

We can identify three groups of holy places: 1. sites common to the whole evangelical traditio
2. sites particular to the Gospel of John and to the tradition of the Jewish-Christian communities
Jerusalem; 3. sites of Byzantine tradition. The sites of the first group are mentioned by all the gc
pels and, from the archaeological point of view, show all the links in the chronological chain a
mentioned above (i.e. modern, Crusader, Byzantine and pre-Byzantine). The sites of the sec
group show also all the main historical levels as the first group, with the only difference being tr
fact that they are only mentioned in the Gospel of John or are linked to the apocryphal literature us
by the Jewish-Christian communities of Jerusalem. The third group do not have, at least to de
levels which predate the Byzantine period (beginning in the IV century AD).

Nazareth, Capernaum, Bethlehem, the Holy Sepulchre and Calvary belonfirsb ¢neup ; the
Samaritan Well, the tomb of Lazarus at Bethany, the grotto of Gethsemane, the tomb of the Virgin
the Kidron valley, and the Last Supper Room on Mount Sion belongsetbadyroup; Ain Karem,
Cana (new evidence is being gathered) the Beatitudes, the Primacy of St. Peter, the Multiplicatior
loaves, the Agony at Gethsemane, Emmaus and the Ascension belonghicdtiyeoup. Worth
noticing is the fact that many places of the third group are sites mentioned only in the Gospel
Luke, a gospel written for the evangelisation of the gentdathechesis ad genteahd was not
widely used by Jewish-Christian communities of Palestine who preferred the gospels of Matthe
and John, i.e. the evangelisation of the J@athechesis ad Hebraeos).

’ Sites common to the whole evangelical tradition

The excavations at AarReTH (1955-1960) by
Bellarmino Bagatti revealed an uninterrupted se-
guence of cultic installations around the Grotto of
the Annunciation. The present basilica is built on
almost the same plan as the Crusader’s. A smaller
Byzantine church of the fifth century AD was also
found. The main result was the discovery, beneath
the Byzantine church, of an early Christian build-
ing of a special layout, similar to that of the Jewish
Galilean synagogues of the second-third centuries
AD. The Nazareth excavations revealed for the first
time clear traces of the Jewish-Christian communi-

Narareth ties that lived and prayed in the same place before
the arrival of the Byzantines in the fourth century
AD. Similar traces were also found in excavations
at Dominus Flevit (The Lord wept) on the slopes of
the Mount of Olives (1953-1955) and in Capernaum
(1968 on).

At Capernaum a well-preserved village has come to light, with its magnificent synagogue, the
living quarters and a special house transformed into a place of worship already in the second hal
the first century AD. It is called the House of Peter. We will return to Capernaum later on.

The excavations of B. Bagatti atBiLeHem (1948-1951) proved that despite important transfor-
mations, the grotto of the Nativity and the manger hewn into the rock remained basically the san
There are elements to show that a veneration of the place by the local Christian community exis
uninterrupted since the apostolic times. This is proved by the fact that already in the second cent
AD several tombs were set up in the proximity of the venerated grotto, according to the well-knov
custom of burying the dead around holy places. In 135 AD emperor Adrian established on the pl
of the nativity a sacred grove in order to supplant Christian worship on the spot that was very popu
A consequence of this substitution was that the memory of the place was preserved for future gen
tions. Thus emperor Constantine in 333 AD could easily locate the place and then built on it a basil
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that has come down to us renewed by emperor Justinian. It is in fact the only Byzantine basili
preserved until today. The grotto of the Nativity presents us with an exegetical problem that we ¢
going to deal with later on.

Since 1961 archaeological soundings, excavations
and restorations went on in the Basilica of tleeyH
SEPULCHRE. The works were done by the three
main Communities - the Greeks, the Armenians and
the Franciscans. Fr. Virgilio Corbo acted as a super-
visor and the archaeologist of the three communi-
ties. In 1981-1982 he published a three-volume il-
lustration on the history of the Holy Sepulchre. By
combining the Gospel traditions with the archaeo-
logical data Fr. Corbo showed that the area of
Golgotha was a quarry of malaky stone since the
seventh century BC. The quarry was abandoned in
the first century BC and all the area was levelled
and transformed into a garden. In this garden two
kinds of tombs were carved. One is a single burial
with an arcosolium arch. It was cut by Joseph of
Arimathea, according to the Gospels and eventually
became the tomb of Jesus. The other, lying at a small
distance, has many burial places, knowkahim.
The place remained a garden until 135 AD when,
after curbing the second Jewish revolt, emperor

The Holy Sepulchre

Adrian founded a completely new city under the name of Aelia Capitolina. The area of Golgotha wi
covered under the basement of the Capitolium, a sacred pagan building. In the new layout the Golgc
found itself inside the city while before it was located outside. From Eusebius of Caesarea we le:
that Adrian covered with earth the tomb of Christ in order to conceal it. St Jerome tells us that a sta
of Jupiter was erected upon the tomb of Jesus and a statue of Venus on the top of the Golgo
Archaeological excavations revealed sparse remains of these installations. Again, the pagan trans
mation helped keep the memory of the site. In the fourth century emperor Constantine dismantled
Capitolium and erected a splendid mausoleum on the tomb of Jesus, or Anastasis (resurrectior
basilica called Martyrium (testimony), while the rock of the Calvary remained on open air, having
cross on its top. Around the Calvary Christian legends flourished, especially two of them called “Tt
cave of the treasures” and “The combat of Adam and Eve”. These legends have a strong Jew
background. Theologically they aim to link the first Adam to the second, sin to redemption for a
humanity. This first group of holy places is authentic beyond reasonable doubt because we witnes
large convergence of data - biblical, archaeological and literary both of ancient authors (such
apocrypha) and of pilgrims during the centuries (different itineraries to the Holy Land).

Sites particular to the Gospel of John and to the
tradition of the Jewish-Christian communities
of Jerusalem

In the second group of holy places we findwlzeL oF THE SamaRITAN mentioned in a magnificent
passage from the Gospel of John. From his examination of the objects found in the filling of the we
and in the surrounding area, Fr. Bagatti was able to show that the well was in use several centu
before Christ. The place has then a good probability of being authentic, being old and having
uninterrupted tradition. In fact, before the building of a Byzantine church, the local Samaritan-Chri
tian community had already established a baptistry near the well. Finally, the Crusaders erecte
new church upon the ruins of the Byzantine building.

Extensive excavations by Fr. Sylvester SalleratiBvy (modern el-Azarieh) (1949-1953) showed
that the traditional tomb of Lazarus lied outside the village - not inside as many thought and therefc
denied the authenticity of the tomb. The tomb was included in a burial area. Around this area in t
fourth century AD a Byzantine sanctuary was built, renewed in the sixth century. On it a model
Franciscan church has been erected.

An ancient tradition indicates therGrto or GETHSEMANE in Kidron valley, not far away from
today’s basilica of the agony, as the place where Jesus went with his disciples at the eve of his pas
and where he was betrayed. A flooding in 1956 was the occasion for Fr. Virgilio Corbo to excava
the venerated grotto. There resulted that at the time of Jesus the grotto was equipped with an o
press and a cistern. In the fourth century AD the grotto was converted into a rock church. In the fif
century and until the Medieval period several tombs were excavated according the same praxis
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tested to in Bethlehem—the praxis of burying the dead near a venerated place. According to liter:
sources Jewish-Christian communities also visited the grotto and held there a sacred supper in men
of the Lord.

A second lucky flooding of Kidron valley in 1972
presented Fr. Bagatti with the opportunity of exam-
ining archaelogically a place in the same valley, not
far from the grotto of Gethsemane, traditionally
called the ®me oF THE VIRGIN. The tomb was part
of a necropolis of the first century AD which in-
cluded both arcosolium akdchimburials as is the
case with the Tomb of Jesus. As in other cases, one
witnesses a lucky agreement of archaeology and
literary sources. On the burial of Mary we read in
an apocryphal writing called “Transitus Mariae” or
“Dormitio Virginis” (The passing away of the Vir-
gin). This was originally a popular account of the
passing away of the Virgin Mary in use by the Jew-
TIEEAE ish-Christian community of Jerusalem. It was read
T at the occasion of the annual commemoration of
2 the Assumption of the Virgin. The tomb was kept

h in its original state by the local Jewish-Christians.

- It was then taken over by the gentile-Christians who
* isolated the tomb from the rest of the necropolis.
; ﬂ_ An edicula was built on the tomb, a situation quite

! M i

similar to that of the tomb of Jesus. Two churches,
one upon the other, were built on the place by the
Byzantines.

Site of the Tomb of Mary

The Last SupPERROOM as we see it today, is a
Medieval two-floor building. A room at the ground
floor, containing a cenotaph, is called the Tomb of
David. The Last Supper Room is at the first floor.
From literary sources we know that the Jewish-
Christians had their headquarters at Mount Sion. A
synagogue of theirs escaped destruction in seventy
AD when the whole city was overthrown by the
Romans. As Fr. Bagatti has shown, this synagogue
is still preserved, under a Medieval restoration, in
the room called the Tomb of David. This is sug-
gested by Greek graffiti found on the walls, con-
taining invocations to Jesus.

The second group of places is equally well documented as the first. Some places are particula
the Gospel of John, such as the Samaritan’s well and the tomb of Lazarus. Others are referred to il
the Gospels, as the grotto at Gethsemane and the Last Supper Room. Some are strictly related t
local Jewish-Christian community, such as Mount Sion and the Tomb of the Virgin.

Site of Christian Sion

Sites of Byzantine tradition

Arthird group of places are not attested as yet prior to the Byzantine periad.iMs%m two holy
places are venerated, the site of the Visitation and the birthplace of St. John the Baptist. Both h:
been excavated by the Franciscan archaeologists Fr. Bagatti and Fr. Saller. For Ain Karem there
elements that might suggest that the place had a pre-Byzantine history. The apocryphal “Gospe
James” in the second century AD states that the killing of the Innocents was extended to the /
Karem territory - in Bethlehem and its territory, says Mt 2:16. Elizabeth managed to hide her baby
a grotto in the mountain. Fr. Bagatti has shown that this grotto and a well found in it were in use
least since the Roman period. This venerated grotto was included in a Byzantine church in the fif
sixth centuries. A second church was built upon it and other rooms were added as living quarters
for defence.

The area where the church of St. John has been built was also inhabited during the 1st century
Since the Byzantine period a sanctuary existed there to commemorate the birthplace of the Forel
ner, restored in Medieval times. In front of the church two Byzantine chapels have been uncover:
One is dedicated to the “Martyrs of God”, as a Greek inscription reads. It is possible that they we
the innocent children of the village murdered by king Herod.

The identification of @va of the gospels is debated. Two candidates that preserve the ancier
name - Khirbet Kana and Kafr Kenna, both along the Nazareth-Tiberias road. No complete exca
tion has been carried out in either places. Kafr Kenna has been partially excavated by Fr. Stanis
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Loffreda who brought to light an Aramaic dedica-
tory inscription normally found in Jewish syna-
gogues. Fr. Bagatti has shown that the tradition of
Kafr Kenna is better attested by literary sources than
that of Khirbet Kana. The present Franciscan church
has been built in 1883 on the site of a mosque. The
anonymous pilgrim of Piacenza visited a church in
Cana in 570. Now, it seems certain that in Kafr
Kenna, and not in Khirbet Kana, a church ever ex-
isted. Besides, it is not infrequent that holy places
of different religions follow one after the other on
the same site. The fact that we have in Kafr Kenna
traces of a mosque and probably also of a Jewish
synagogue is an argument in favour rather than

against the authenticity of the place. A definite proof is, however, lacking for the moment eve
though recent excavations seem to confirm the antiquity of the site (see our web site for the lat
regarding the dig carried out at Cana of Galilee).

The BeatiTubes in the Byzantine period were localized at the base of a hill on the top of which lies
today’s church. Excavations by Fr. Bagatti in 1935 brought to light a small church and monastery
the fourth century. The topography of the site at the hillside along the see of Galilee corresponds
the indications of the Gospels. In Mat 5,1 we read: “On the mountain”, while in Luk 6:12.17: “in ¢
plain place”. This also corresponds to the description of pilgrims.

In this area along the lake in the place catfed@ascHA (Seven springs) two more sanctuaries are
localized - one called “the Primacy of St. Peter” or “Mensa Domini”, the other “the Multiplication of
the loaves”. Both places have been studied by Fr. Loffreda in 1968 and 1970, respectively. The m
results came from the complete excavation of the church of the Primacy and the surrounding ar
Contrary to common belief, the et-Tabgha region was at the time of Jesus a quarry, not an inhab
area. Today we know that during the fourth century three churches were built in this area: the F
macy or “Mensa Domini” linked to the manifestation of the risen Lord mentioned in John 21, th
Multiplication of the loaves, and the Beatitudes. There are good reasons to believe that these tre
tions are sound despite the fact that, for the time being, the literary witness is not traceable beyct
the Byzantine period. First, the et-Tabgha area corresponds to the data of the gospels, as we sha
later. Second, we know that Jewish-Christian communities were present in Capernaum, Tiberias
probably also in Magdala. They are known from literary sources and their traces have been disc
ered by the archaeologists. We can easily presume that these communities were interested in pre:
ing the memory of the gospel events especially those found in Matthew and John.

In the fourth century AD a church was built at Gethsemane commemoratingsthe &f the
Lord. According to Luk 22:41 the agony happened at the distance of a stone’s throw from the gro
of the arrest. The Crusaders built a basilica on this site. Today’s basilica is based on the plan of
Byzantine building.

The identification of Evangelicalnmaus is problematic on both textual and topographical levels.
These problems come from afar and show up in the textual tradition of the NT. Actually, besic
reading “sixty stadia” (11.500 km; seven miles) that is normally preferred by the scholars, anoth
reading has “160 stadia”. This textual variant is rooted in the different identification of the site. Twi
main hypothesis can be mentioned: Amwas-Nikopolis and el-Qubeibeh. Neither has definite arg
ments for itself. From the literary point of view, Amwas-Nikopolis is better attested (Byzantine vs
Medieval tradition) but from the archaeological point of view el-Qubeibeh seems preferable. Frol
the excavations of Fr. Bagatti we know that a village existed in the place of el-Qubeibeh at least sir
the third century BC. Moreover, the village was connected to Jerusalem by a Roman road.

The last site belonging to the third group is tree#ision According to Lk 24:50 the Ascension
took place “near Bethany”, and according to Acts 1:12 “on the Mount of Olives”. In the fourth
century the Ascension was localized in the central hill of the Mount of Olives. Fr. Corbo excavate
in 1959-1960, the Franciscan property at the site. The Byzantines had built a circular edicule as
read in the description of the pilgrim Arculf in 670. The octagon visible today is the work of the
Crusaders. The central chapel was transformed into a mosque in the twelfth century.

It is noteworthy that some of these places are particular to the Gospel of Luke, as Ain Karem wi
the Visitation and the birthplace of John the Baptist, the agony at Gethsemane at a stone’s throw fr
the grotto of the arrest, Emmaus, the Ascension of the Mount of Olives. The Jewish-Christian col
munities of Palestine mostly read Matthew and John, while the gospel of Luke became popular
Palestine with the arrival of the gentile-Christians. These took over the venerated places from t
hands of the Jewish-Christians and built basilicas and churches on them. They also localized
events particular to the gospel of John. This is what we can say at the present state of our knowle
but of course fresh information can oblige us to modify this picture.

at Cana of Galilee



