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Introduction

You also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house

1 Peter 2:5

 

 

What is a church? Well, put simply, it’s the place where humanity encounters God.

From the very earliest times humans have been setting aside specific places for this purpose. Yes, it’s true, most societies and religions, as well as most expressions of Christianity, don’t seek to limit God physically or geographically: they say you can encounter him anywhere. But the thing is that as soon as a person encounters God in a place, it becomes a somewhere. Christians call these ‘somewheres’ churches. Places where God and humanity might meet.

But the problem with – and also the most interesting thing about – humanity is that it’s messy. Specifically, it brings its mess – its violence and beauty, its competing desires for profit or sex or justice – with it wherever it goes. And that includes into churches. So the places where these encounters exist become messy too: they get caught up with the human as well as the Divine, blending the two in places made up of stones with stories to tell, in stones that live.

I first walked into a church as a child; not yet a teen, susceptible to wonder but beginning to be curious about the world, its past, and my place in it. The church was St Margaret’s in Bethersden in Kent, the beautiful church that sits at the little ridge above the village nearest to my family home in the English countryside. It is a church I know well, having lived under the aegis of its parochial boundary for much of my childhood. It was there, among those centuries-old arches, that I first felt that distinctive atmosphere that comes from ancient stone. Cooling, even on the brightest summer day. It was there that I retraced the repeated names on the village war memorials – three men, boys really, with the same name. Two more with another. Brothers or cousins, I wondered of the first trinity. Perhaps a father and then his son, one in each World War, for the pair.

It was there that I retraced the sentimental Victorian inscriptions and austere Georgian tributes that lined the walls, and ran my fingers over the medieval brasses on the north wall. It was there that I knelt and received communion as people had been doing in this same church for a thousand years, since the Conqueror sent his men round to compile a book of his possessions, which would last, so they thought, until Domesday.

This is, I acknowledge, a very particular first impression of a very particular church. For some people the equivalent will have been a very different place: perhaps it was the austerity of a Moravian meeting house in the corn fields of Iowa, the simple white walls speaking of an uncluttered God who was credible in the stark flatlands and great open skies, or for others the rambunctious brimming over of a Coptic Easter in Cairo, which told of a faith bubbling with colour and action. Perhaps your first memory of a church was a Roman Catholic funeral mass, in the sweltering heat of a Goan high noon? It might be of a mega church, a great concrete dome off a highway in Manaus or Mississippi or Manila, where, inside, the signs and wonders of the Lord are shown with great gusto. It might be of silence in an ancient cloister. Or maybe it is of the child-height view of a well-loved bench in a building that’s no longer there. This is the thing about churches: they lodge in the memory in a very particular way.

Why did I find the church of my childhood so fascinating? Why did I feel differently inside the shade and must of the building? Why did these stones draw me in? Because though all these people were dead – the farm boys who went off to the Somme, or the parson in the reign of Queen Anne memorialised in marble, the Norman civil servants stuck forever in brass – in that place, they felt, amidst the stones, alive. And I felt linked to them. Linked by a shared faith, and linked, too, by a shared space. A Church; our church.

* * *

Since then I have known many churches, visiting sometimes dozens in one day in those places like Rome and Venice that are veritable orgies for the church-crawler. Some I have merely had brief flings with: a head poked around the door of an empty building in the back streets of Prague, or a momentary prayer at the back of a mass in rural Argentina. I have been to mega churches and barely visited chapels, churches of every flavour of denomination available. Others I have got to know really very well; going back at several stages in my life to seek the wisdom pooled in these places. In all of these churches, though, I have felt something: a sense of that wonder similar to that which I first felt all those years ago.

What links these places of worship? What is it that a corrugated-iron structure, clinging to a South African hillside, has in common with the soaring buttresses of a French cathedral town? What does an austere puritanical meeting room in the American Midwest have in common with a Rococo extravaganza in Eastern Europe? What thread is there that weaves together churches across continents and denominations and time?

I would argue that it is their stories: that is what they have in common. Specifically, the story, that of Christianity itself. But what these churches show is that Christianity is not just one story – the story we all know, whether believer or not – but a whole patchwork of interlinking ones, each necessarily sacred and all interwoven by their links to that first story: to that of Christ. It is those stories that mean the stones of churches are more than just building material: it is the stories that make them sing, make them shout, make them live.

Yet living things are complex, even when they are made of stone. So often in the stories of these places there is much that is complicated, aspects that don’t seem to fit with their lofty aims to speak of the Christian faith in brick and stone. Instead, these buildings speak of other things. Tragedy sits alongside triumph, violence alongside peace, human corruption alongside a yearning for the Divine. This book is made up of their stories and, by telling their stories, seeks to tell the sometimes unlikely and surprising story of the faith that shaped them.

The story of Christianity is, as our journey will show, the story of our modern world: it’s a story of who we should be, as well as who we sometimes are. Christianity has hugely formed how we all – believers or not – think about any number of issues. I hope that this book will help the reader to further understand how that came to be. I hope that the person who comes not knowing much about Christianity will see, through this human story, how their own lives have been impacted by it. To those who know the faith well, perhaps even practise it, I hope that this book will show that the history of Christianity is not as simple as sometimes suggested, its trajectory not always clear. I hope, too, that it will remind those who think of history as great sweeps of societal change that in fact, at its heart, there are people and places. And that in Christianity – both in its theology and, as we will see, from its past – people and places are accorded an even more hallowed position than any historiological trend.

With this in mind, there is another quandary, too: how were the moral values of a simple teacher from Nazareth, one who was put to death by the Roman Empire, subsumed into that self-same Empire? And how is it that those values have been used by numerous states and individuals, who manifestly wield a very different power to that which He preached about, ever since? The answer can, I think, be found by looking at those churches built in His name. This book seeks to answer these questions.

This book is an attempt to try to set out a new history of Christianity, by looking at some of those churches and the people who prayed in them. Because of that, it is an ‘unlikely history’. Not some grandiose sweep from year zero to the present day, but a collection of stories. Some, I hope, funny, some moving, some speaking of power and grace, some of folly and wickedness. All of them human and so therefore all of them complex.

For it is in churches that we see the attempts to deal with these complexities, paradoxes rendered into stone. We see the messiness of the practical living of Christianity. We see humanity. It’s why the Hagia Sophia has sheets over its mosaics; why a hillside in Japan became sacred; why a group of teenagers in colonial Massachusetts began accusing their neighbours of witchcraft; and why a Pope was prepared to split Christendom in two in order to build the church of his dreams. It’s why a mega church in Nigeria is about to break world records, why a tabernacle in Birmingham, Alabama, still has shrapnel holes around its front porch, why the very rocks of rural Ethiopia are hollowed out and reverberate with the praise of God. It’s why there is a sword hanging in Canterbury Cathedral and why a basement in Zanzibar attracts more visitors than the sanctuary on which it stands. It’s why a group of men live together, sexless, on the western side of a Greek mountain and why a group of men, driven mad by sex, power and profit, erected a makeshift shrine on the north shore of a Caribbean island. And that messy union of God and man is why the gilded remnants of a cave once used as a stable in small-town Palestine remains one of the most iconic places on the face of the globe.

We will journey across seas and across centuries, from Bethlehem and the birth of Christ some two thousand-odd years ago, to the immediate present and future of Christianity. We will see what unites a Baptist Church in the segregationist American South with a medieval monastery in the heart of the Greek countryside; the Vatican – beautiful, imposing, vainglorious, the seat of Catholicism – with a sparse, tiny private shrine above the rocky coastline of Southern Japan.

These twelve churches have been chosen because they represent breadth and depth too. They are on almost every continent, they come from a wide range of denominations, they vary from those which date from the very beginnings of Christianity over two thousand years ago, to those which, even as Christianity enters its third millennium, are not yet complete. They have welcomed in millions of worshippers over their histories, each one bringing their own perspective on this monumental faith. Come, join them, and join me, as we journey round them. Come and see what stories they tell, what they sometimes conceal, come and be part of that bigger story as well.

Over the course of that journey together, I hope there are things we might learn, people we might meet who will change our perspective. Not only on Christianity, but on the issues with which it clashed, the movements it helped form, the world which it has undeniably shaped. There will be moments that will shock and disappoint us, people of whom we will want to know more and those whom we will be glad to only meet on the page and not in the flesh. The desire to tell these stories, and to tell the story of the faith as a whole, are what inspired me to travel and to write this book. The encounters are mine initially, but I hope they might become ours, shared in the pursuit of a greater knowledge of this strange and wonderful faith.

Of course, this book cannot and does not claim to be a totally comprehensive history of Christianity. It would be mad to suggest so, as there are countless aspects that have only received a cursory mention here. The truth is that there are over 37 million church buildings on the face of the earth, and there are as many world-shaping stories about Christianity as there are Christians. The twelve chosen here are, by their very nature, a limited selection and yet, I hope, one that is diverse and gives, albeit at times in snapshot form, a sense of the full breadth of what churches are and mean across the world. In this sense it is an unlikely history, but I hope still one which will open eyes, minds and hearts.

This is a book about human nature and human stories; but in telling these I hope to tell a story far deeper, of the impact and reach of Christianity and, by extension, a story about the world it has shaped. At heart, the stories these buildings tell are stories of people and their God and how both have made the world we live in today.





Author’s Note

Choices have been made around dating systems and specific Biblical translations in particular. These are aesthetic rather than scholarly – although where it is necessary to expand on specifics of etymology or disputed translations, the original Greek and Hebrew are always referred to in the endnotes.

Invariably almost every source – Biblical and otherwise – is subject to thousands and thousands of pages’ worth of debate. Again, this is a book primarily interested in telling the stories of people and places: so there has not been room for a full playing out of each of these debates. I hope those who hold such debates to be important will forgive this; and there has always been an attempt to direct the reader to the necessary scholars and articles in the endnotes.





Chapter One

The Church of the Nativity, Bethlehem, West Bank of Palestine

[image: A line drawing depicting a long, wall-like building, featuring several small windows and a bell tower.]

(Worship began between 4 BC and 1 AD)

 

‘Of course, everyone goes to Bethlehem,’ Yazid tells me, over a cup of tea some several thousand miles from the city itself. It was at the very start of this project, when the idea of visiting and writing about churches was first in my mind. I knew it would be a story best told through people; and I don’t know many people quite like him, an Anglican cleric, a professor of Arabic, an Israeli citizen and a Palestinian. I mooted the idea in the broadest possible terms to Yazid in Liverpool, where we both then worked, keenly aware that he knew the Holy Land much better than I. He himself is from Nazareth – proudly so – but even he acknowledges that this ‘other’ origin centre for Christianity has lost the struggle for global attention. Everyone goes to Bethlehem. Of course they do.

They go to Bethlehem because it claims to be the birthplace of Jesus Christ. They go to where he died, where he was raised, where he lived and preached, where he rejoiced and where he wept too. But where he was born has a distinct appeal. If I was going to work out how it was that Christianity developed, then, naturally, I had to start where it started. When looking at the origins of the faith that has become such a global phenomenon there was really only one place to which I could go. Two of the four Gospels – the books of the Bible which deal with the biographical details of the life of Jesus (though one, John, does so in a way different to the others) – relate that the infant who would come to be identified as Jesus, called the Christ, was born in Bethlehem.

These two are the Gospel of Matthew and the Gospel of Luke. They deal explicitly with the birth of Jesus and the very earliest origins of Christianity as an earthly phenomenon.1 The two books are generally thought to have been written at roughly similar times. Based on the idea that they were derivative of the shorter and less grammatically polished Gospel of Mark as well as, possibly, an unknown other source known as ‘Q’, much twentieth-century study of the Gospels puts the dating of the final edited text (as we have it) of both Gospels in the period between 80 and 100 AD.2 More recent scholarship has tended to err towards early dating: Matthew as being written c. 50 AD and Luke about a decade later.3 Whilst this, of course, might give credence to the idea that there are eyewitness statements of the crucifixion and resurrection (assumed to have happened in the early 30s) included in the Gospels, it doesn’t quite make the same assumption possible for the birth of Jesus, some thirty years previously. What, then, do they actually say about the beginning of ‘the greatest story ever told’? And what do the origins of Christianity tell us about the faith and phenomenon which it was to become?

The tale of Christ’s birth is perhaps the best-known story on the face of the planet, but it isn’t as simple as it first seems. There are differences between the Gospel accounts, length being one of them: Luke actually only dedicates sixteen verses of his second chapter to the events in Bethlehem.4 Mary and Joseph go there because Joseph is of ‘the house and lineage of David’ and needs to be taxed as part of the census.5 Luke sets his account in the context of a Messiah who will overturn the ways of the world and threaten the norms of the Roman Empire. Matthew places the birth in the context of extant Jewish predictions about a coming Messiah predicted by the Hebrew prophet Isaiah: ‘a virgin shall conceive, and bear a son’.6 Matthew, too, mentions Bethlehem explicitly, eager to underline the received Jewish wisdom that the prophecy of Micah suggested Bethlehem as the likely birthplace for a Messiah. The Wise Men visit the child in Bethlehem sometime after his birth, though Matthew seems to imply that, by this point, the family have found some more suitable accommodation as they are in ‘a house’.7

A sort of composite of the two stories, the census and the prophecy, the Wise Men and the shepherds, has come to be the story of ‘the Nativity’ which is so well known today. Yet, for most Christians who flock to hear the story every year, whether at Bethlehem or elsewhere, the differences in Luke and Matthew are less differences or contradictions and more clues to what the whole religion is about. They suggest that from the very start of Christianity there is this sense of things being bigger than they seem: both the very lowest in Jewish society and the very highest figures in the global order, shepherds and Magi, come to the manger.

Indeed, Matthew and Luke’s subtle differences point to another truth: that throughout the Christian story there is a permanent sense of everything existing on two levels – the macro and the micro, if you will, the personal and the universal. We will see it again and again as we journey through the faith and its places and people. This phenomenon goes back to its very beginning. On one level the story of the Nativity is a fairly easy one to comprehend. True, it has some complex theology behind it, but at its heart it is something that all humans by the very fact of their existence can relate to: the birth of a baby.

* * *

This birth, however, is both like and totally unlike all other births. Not least because not all births are the traceable beginnings of a faith. Christians call this birth like no other ‘the incarnation’. The idea that Christ is fully God and fully man, made flesh, carnal, is a crucial starting point for Christianity.8 God isn’t just indulging in a disguise, as the pagan Gods were wont to do, such as when Zeus became a swan or a satyr to indulge in one of his multiple rapes; rather, he really is both God and man.9 And in so becoming, what it means to be human is changed for ever as humanity is ‘taken into’ the very centre of the universe, the very moving force of creation and the very source of love. That is what the tale of the baby in the manger means on a higher level; perhaps – as it pertains to God – on the highest level of all.

Now, you might hear that self-same story and think it untrue. You might deny the possibility of the Virgin Birth or want to dispute the historicity of the detail. You might think that the dating doesn’t work – as Herod probably died in 4 BC. You might quibble on details, like those Christian scholars who argue that the ‘stable’ wasn’t a stable at all but rather that ‘no room at the inn’ meant that Mary and Joseph got a better place to stay, not a worse one.10 You might dispute that Roman census practice required the sort of journey that forms the necessary backdrop for the presence of Mary and Joseph in Bethlehem. You might desperately struggle with the claim of the Virgin Birth or you might simply think, like Thomas Jefferson, that the whole thing was ‘a fable’ or ‘artificial scaffolding’ with which ‘reason and freedom of thought . . . will do away’.11

But what there is no denying is the change that this story brought to the world. There is no denying that billions of people throughout history thought it to be true and that billions continue to believe it to be true. And when we say that they thought it to be true, it is impossible to deny that they really did think so. There is always a temptation to indulge in what C.S. Lewis called ‘chronological snobbery’ and assume that those beliefs held by people in the past were inherently less reasonable or intelligent or even authentic than our own. The evidence which we have would warn us strongly against such an approach when it comes to Christianity. People lived whole lives shaped by it; people died deaths because of the depth of their belief in it. Indeed, people still do. They crafted civilisations based on it. They made the world which we now live in – for better or for worse – according to their sense of what had happened at Bethlehem.

Now, of course, that is not to say that there is a clear straight line from here and now to Bethlehem. The events said to have occurred at Bethlehem spawned a plethora of movements calling themselves Christianity. But what is Christianity? The truth is, it is many things.

What happened at Bethlehem gave the spark of life both to the might and reach of the Roman Catholic Church, with its c. 1.75 billion members, and to sects living off grid in the heartlands of America, of which we have never heard, with perhaps two or three members.12 Christianity is a faith which encompasses socially liberal, economically comfortable people in the West and some of the poorest people on earth, for whom the traditional rhythms of life have not changed for centuries. It is the writings of bishops of Greek colonies in the first century AD and it is blogposts by underground believers in Communist China. It is old ladies in Spanish hilltop towns, who have hobbled to Mass every day since their childhood during the Civil War; it is newly baptised babies in townships and favelas and leafy suburbs; it is online communities of the newly faithful connected not by place at all but by gigabytes. It is the cultural phenomenon that undergirds many of the moral, political and societal assumptions made across the world today and it is the quietly uttered prayer of the desperate relative at the hospital bedside. It is a young woman, dancing and shouting in tongues that her hearers cannot understand, under the barn-like roof of a Nigerian mega church, and it is me, my knee clicking as I kneel down in a college chapel at the University of Oxford and silently repeat well-worn daily prayers in seventeenth-century English.

To repeat the question, what is Christianity? Well, it is all of these things and more than I or anyone else can possibly write. The Gospel according to St John ends with the words ‘there are also many other things which Jesus did, the which, if they should be written every one, I suppose that even the world itself could not contain the books that should be written’.13 The same might be said for those who have followed on in his name. It is, quite probably, the most varied and, some would argue, influential set of beliefs that humanity has ever come up with. Bethlehem itself speaks of that diversity.

The Church of the Nativity is home to multiple communities – Greek Orthodox, Roman Catholic, Armenian, Coptic, Ethiopian and Syriac – claiming particular rights there. Even the washing of particular steps at particular times is governed by a strict code of rules and regulations designed to keep civility between the varied believers who all claim to serve the Christ child.14 Many more so – Anglicans, Methodists, Lutherans, Uniates, and people who wouldn’t even claim to be anything beyond just ‘a Christian’ – visit and cherish its space every day. Even beyond its geography, when it is considered as a cipher or symbol for Christianity, Bethlehem speaks of the diversity of Christian faith and life around the whole world. There are hundreds of things and places named after Bethlehem: from the great tower at the entrance of Lisbon harbour, the Torre de Belem, to Bethlehem, Namibia, a tiny farming community next to the dried bed of the Skaap River. From Pennsylvanian drive-through towns, to mental hospitals in Georgian London, to a single lane in the rural Western Finnish village of Vähä-Katava, which leads, appropriately, to a stable. People don’t just go to Bethlehem: wherever Christians have travelled they have sought to take the town with them as well.

Scholars studying the context from which Christianity emerged often talk about the existence of so many competing forms of first-century religion in the Holy Land that it makes more sense to refer to ‘Judaisms’ rather than a single ‘Judaism’ at the time.15 Given that context it seems reasonable to say that the diversity – contradictions even – of Christian faith exhibited above means we are dealing with ‘Christianities’ rather than a single whole. What they do have in common, though, however diverse they might be, is tracing the start of their existence to Bethlehem. And so everyone – all these wildly different types of Christians – goes there. Of course. They go to the site where all that began.

* * *

People go to Bethlehem itself, and above all the Church of the Nativity, which purports to be on the site of where that great story unfolded. Because there is something very innately human about wanting to see where something began. Not least something as world changing as Christianity. And there is a special curiosity which is attached to the fact that something so important could come from something so small. That which was once the stable – or the cave – has, quite understandably, become a centre for Christian worship. At the heart of what Christians seek to do is to make God present – to bring the Divine into the mundane, Heaven into earth. They believe that this act, so central to their faith, was done in the flesh, in the manger at Bethlehem.

My friend Yazid’s observation that ‘everyone goes to Bethlehem’, casual and non-literal though I am sure it was, remained spinning around my head for weeks as I thought about this book. Others advised that I should start with Nazareth or Jerusalem or Rome or Alexandria or Ephesus or any one of the other places that were pivotal in making Christianity a global religion, but Bethlehem and its universality lingered in my brain, a guest unasked for and yet important. As I pored over manuscripts and texts, magazine articles and news reports, it occurred to me that ‘everyone’ really does mean everyone: even today it still draws the rich, the famous, the powerful and the unknown, the powerless and the poor. All come to Bethlehem. They don’t come for the olive groves or the relics of Ottoman administration. They don’t even come for the watermelon hookah, speciality of the Reem al-Bawadi restaurant on the Street of the Manger, just up from the church, which I was told I must visit one day. No, they come there to visit the site of the manger itself.

Since Mary, Joseph, the shepherds, the angels and the Magi, Bethlehem has known many visitors of note. Crowned heads, elected presidents, authors and celebrities have all made it a destination, bringing with them to the manger the weights of their callings and their various eccentricities.

Perhaps the first seriously important visitor in the centuries after the birth of Christ was another significant mother. The Empress Helena was the mother of Constantine, the first Christian Roman Emperor, whose various endeavours we will discuss more fully in due course. It would be anachronistic, of course, to declare Constantine a ‘mummy’s boy’, but the relationship between the two was indubitably close. Some accounts have Constantine converting due to his mother’s influence, whereas most, including the ancient historian Eusebius, suggest it was the other way round.16 Either way, in the early fourth century, the freshly devout mother and son were eager to set about giving Bethlehem the sort of buildings which they felt it deserved as the place where their new faith had begun.

Helena toured the province of Syria Palaestina in order to find what state the sites referenced in the Gospels were in. Her archaeological method was novel, to say the least. It was purported that she discovered the location of the true cross at Golgotha, where Jesus was crucified, through a combination of dramatic visions, endless interrogation of the populace and a tactic of hitting sick people with the bits of wood she dug up until the real cross cured them.17 Fortunately, the grotto at Bethlehem seems to have been spared Helena’s techniques, as it was already known and identified by locals. Helena took particular care to beautify the place where Mary had ‘suffered the travails of childbirth’, one mother of an extraordinary son feeling a particular pang of connection with another.18

In years that followed, even non-Christians seemed to treat the Church of the Nativity with a particular reverence. The ‘mad Caliph’ Al-Hakim, who ruled over the majority of the Islamic world from Damascus to Algiers in the early eleventh century, was notorious for his controlling and eccentric behaviour. Decrees issued by the caliph included the execution of all dogs, a ban on the sale of women’s shoes, and a law making the serving of a dish of stewed jute leaves – mulukhiyah – illegal on pain of death.19 Al-Hakim was also notorious for his persecution of Jews and Christians, even going so far as to destroy the church of the Holy Sepulchre – where Jesus had been buried – in Jerusalem. The Church of the Nativity, however, he left curiously untouched, out of a sense of respect for its particular and peculiar holiness, which it seems was apparent even to a megalomaniac.20

Hakim’s actions in Jerusalem contributed, in part, to the Crusades, and the brief return of the church to Christian rule. It had been a destination for pilgrims whilst under the Byzantines and the Caliphs, but the Crusader states actively encouraged a pilgrimage industry like never before. A visit to the church in the early thirteenth century so affected Saint Francis of Assisi that, afterwards, he would ‘always pronounce the word “Bethleheeeeem” in the manner of a bleating sheep’.21 Francis was also known to lick his lips after saying it because he believed the name of the town to have an inherent sweetness.22 Not content with these strange ticks by way of a holiday souvenir, Francis tried to recreate the cave and crib back at his church in Italy and so gave the world the some might say dubious gift of the tradition of the holiday Nativity scene.

Christian visitors from Western Europe in the nineteenth century were a little less enthusiastic about the religiosity that they encountered, struggling to see what on earth their polite, Western religion had to do with the queues of men and women who came to kiss the stones of the manger each morning. One – Mrs Favell Lee Mortimer, author of the creatively named Victorian children’s book More about Jesus and a clergyman’s wife from Shropshire – remarked upon the preponderance of ‘images of the Virgin Mary and her holy child’. ‘They were very pretty,’ she observed, ‘but they were idols. And God hates idols.’23 More enthusiastic was Gertrude Bell, who spent Christmas 1899 at the Church of the Nativity, but only after consuming ‘tea, then wine, then beer, with biscuits and sausages’. She went to the service at 11:30pm and didn’t get to bed till ‘past three’, where despite or perhaps because of the wine and sausages, she ‘slept soundly until 8’. In spite of the length of the liturgy, she seemed to enjoy the experience, although she did observe that the singing was ‘awful’.24

As Victorian visitors went, Kaiser Wilhelm II was a little less easy to accommodate. When the German Emperor visited in the late nineteenth century, he insisted on riding to the church from Jerusalem in the heat of the day whilst wearing plate armour and a metal helmet, surmounted by an eagle.25 On arrival, his requirements were so complicated that his official protocol officer produced a whole three pages of notes simply on the subject of which door he would use to enter the church.26

Since the Kaiser, modern heads of state have made it a regular stopping-off point on their all-too-regular trips to such a fractious region. Recent US presidents in particular have all made sure to visit. When President George W. Bush visited the grotto of the Nativity, he spent most of his time holding hands with two elderly Greek Orthodox priests.27 President Barack Obama received a more muted welcome, with a group of Palestinians standing grimly outside the church with a faintly bemusing sign which read ‘GRINGO, RETURN TO YOUR COUNTRY’.28 There was the leader of perhaps the most powerful Christian nation ever to have come into existence and he was welcomed to the birthplace of Christ with what sounded like a quote from a Clint Eastwood movie.

More recently, King Charles III of the United Kingdom spoke of his visit to Bethlehem, in his first Christmas speech after the death of his mother. The Christmas Day speech had become Queen Elizabeth II’s trademark mode of communication to her people and a cherished part of many Christmas Day traditions in Britain and across her former Empire. Most people had known no other voice for seventy years. Charles chose, in what would have felt a strange moment for many listening, to take people to Bethlehem.

‘Some years ago, I was able to fulfil a lifelong wish to visit Bethlehem and the Church of the Nativity. There, I went down into the Chapel of the Manger and stood in silent reverence by the Silver Star that is inlaid on the floor and marks the place of our Lord Jesus Christ’s birth. It meant more to me than I can possibly express to stand on that spot where, as the Bible tells us, “The light that has come into the world” was born.’29

Just a week after Charles’s speech, another British icon came to Bethlehem. Gemma Collins is a British reality television star, who began her professional career as a car sales executive in Essex in the East of England. Her bombastic personality caught the attention of television executives and, from 2011, she became a regular face on British screens. Collins was known for escapades that included falling through a hole in the staging at a concert, advocacy of the concept of the ‘designer vagina’, and for screaming the words ‘I’m claustrophobic, Darren’ at a fellow contestant on Channel 4’s Celebrity Big Brother. Collins went to Bethlehem just before the feast of the Epiphany – which marks the visit of the Magi to the infant Jesus – in early 2023. From the interior of the Church of the Nativity, she sent a video with the following comments:

‘I’ve got tears running down my face. It’s the most breathtaking experience of my life. The feeling here; you cannot describe it and I hope everyone experiences this once in their life. The feeling in here, the hairs stand on your end. I’m just breathless, like it is just so beautiful.’ The video was posted alongside a still photo of Collins in tears with a fistful of candle tapers.30

Collins, the King, St Francis of Assisi. Not people you would necessarily expect to find in the same room. Yet all could be found in the same place. At the manger. And all, expressed in their own idiosyncratic ways, had the same reaction: one of awe and wonder.

Alongside these, the great, good and not so good, there have been, since the days of the Magi, millions of more ordinary visitors to the Church of the Nativity. People of every race and profession and part of the world have entered to pay homage to the place where they, like those saints and emperors and presidents, believed that their saviour was born. The place where God became man. Whilst there might appear to be a disparity between the ranks or importance of these visitors, the building imposes a sort of enforced uniformity. The Door of Humility – the main entrance to the church – forces all, king or commoner, pauper or president, to bend down as they enter. All, so the thinking goes, bow down, before the babe of Bethlehem.

* * *

The church itself is therefore more than just bricks and mortar. There is a sense of it as a living set of stones itself. It is more a doctrinal statement than an architectural one. The very first place where the Christian God incarnate was worshipped has set the tone for all the other churches we will visit on this tour around the Christian faith.

With Bethlehem in particular, there is a very pronounced sense that both the building and the town that now so depends on the tourism that its presence brings are not quite what they seem. Some of those medieval visitors, like the Tuscan friar and traveller Niccolò da Poggibonsi, thought it ‘grand and imposing’, but both the destructive effects of time and our modern senses of scale and proportion make it hard to necessarily agree.31 What is impressive is that it seems to be almost a metaphor for the messiness of Christianity itself: doors within doors, building materials from different times and cultures all mashed together in a palimpsest of stone. There are almost no windows and even the famous door is a dark, squat hole in the edifice that gives no sense of the interior. It is a place that conceals as much as it reveals, raises as many questions as it answers. Everyone goes there, and everyone leaves their mark. It is more like a complex, living organism rather than a static building. As such, it is a perfect metaphor for Christianity.

And like the faith whose beginning it bears witness to, the Church of the Nativity did not spring, in its current enigmatic form, from nowhere. It was shaped entirely by the people that were drawn to it, that reviled it, that loved it, that fought in and about it, that lived in it and died in it. Medieval pilgrims might have thought it grand but, by the nineteenth century, other words sprang to the mind of one visitor to the church and its surroundings:

 

O Little Town of Bethlehem, how still we see thee lie.

Above thy deep and dreamless sleep, the silent stars go by.

I have sung Bishop Brooks’ carol about the little town of Bethlehem maybe a hundred times in my life. Perhaps more. The effect wears off after a while, with the temptation to view it as a twee, Victorian invocation of a sleepy Christmas-card version of the birthplace of Christianity all the more tempting on the hundredth singing. The words are also seemingly odd because they have rarely proved true of late or, indeed, in the earlier years of its history.

As a memorial to his beloved mother, Constantine expanded and beautified the shrine she had built on the site of the grotto. It was likely a large classical structure, designed to imitate the grandeur of Rome, even while honouring one who had been killed courtesy of its Empire. Constantine’s structure didn’t, in terms of the history of the site, last very long. At some point during the Samaritan revolts of the 500s, Constantine’s church was burned to the ground. Beneath the current structure archaeologists have found the charred remains of the ornate mosaics and layers upon layers of ash.32

It was rebuilt by the Byzantines but, after this drama, Bethlehem did have deep and dreamless years. Following the Islamic conquests of the seventh century, long centuries of backwater status followed. The conquering caliph, Umar ibn al-Khattab, made a deal with the Greek monks in 638 to ensure the independence of the church and its continuation as a place of Christian worship enshrined in a suitably complicated and extensive document.33 However, any changes to it had to undergo a lengthy approval by the Islamic legal system and so nearly half a century of relatively benign neglect occurred, with the occasional mosaic snuck past the eyes of the stricter Islamic scholars.

The Crusades meant a return to the cycle of violence, with Bethlehem returning to Christian control in 1099 to great rejoicing amongst the Crusaders. Less happy were the Greek clergy, who found themselves unceremoniously replaced by Latin Catholic Westerners, from whom the Greek Church had formally split in the earlier part of the eleventh century. The Crusaders restored and extended the church enormously, in particular paying attention to the decoration of the interior. They even, after appropriate time for the licking of wounds, allowed Greek and Armenian decoration to feature too, as a sign that even a divided Christendom could find some unity on the site of the birth of Christ.34

A series of inter-Islamic power struggles followed the fall of the Crusader Kingdom of Jerusalem in 1187 and a period of further decline followed. Assorted treaties and counter treaties favoured one group of squabbling monks followed by another. The various Islamic rulers mainly viewed the church as an income source for increasingly dubiously executed building repairs, managing to fleece the Duchy of Burgundy, the Kingdom of England and the Republic of Venice for the restoration of its roof in just a single year.35 Eventually, its Latin Catholic bishops didn’t even bother to live there, a quirk of an ex-Crusader’s last will and testament meaning they were instead resident in the Burgundian village of Clamecy until the French Revolution turfed them out in turn. Eventually, in the early sixteenth century, Bethlehem and its church came under the control of the Ottoman Empire and an era of dreamless decline followed once again.

Though they were aware of, and sought to manage, its religious significance, to the Ottomans, Bethlehem was quite literally ‘a little town’, or ‘kasaba’, according to the meticulous system of categorisation so beloved by the bureaucrats of the Sublime Porte. When François-René de Chateaubriand visited during the lazy dog days of the late Ottoman Empire, his primary impression was of a place that was ‘miserable and isolated’.36 Like tourists before and since, he too moaned about having to pay for every little thing, partly as a result of the exorbitant Ottoman tax regime. By the time the author of the carol ‘O Little Town of Bethlehem’, the future Bishop Brooks of Connecticut, visited it in 1865, it was in much the same state. Yet in his description of the sleepy and backwards town that it had become, Brooks managed to convey something very distinct about Bethlehem and something that was probably even more accurate at the time of the Nativity itself: that it was precisely its smallness and sleepiness that made it special.

He wasn’t the first, of course, to identify something special about this. Micah, who in the 700s BC made the prophecy which would be so notably alluded to by Matthew in his Gospel, predicted that Bethlehem would be the place where a new sort of saviour would emerge. ‘And thou, Bethlehem Ephratah, though thou be little among the thousands of Judah, yet out of thee shall he come forth unto me that is to be ruler in Israel, whose goings forth have been from of old, from everlasting’.37 The idea that this of all places would be the place where a Saviour would arrive seemed as unlikely in 700 BC as it did at the start of the first century AD, as it does now.

Bethlehem, therefore, is a code. A deliberate cipher for a non-place. It could be Rotterdam or anywhere, Liverpool perhaps, but certainly not Rome. At the time of the birth of Christ, the self-styled Eternal City was the centre of the universe, the nursemaid of emperors, warlords and tyrants, the grandest and greatest urban enterprise humanity had ever attempted. Bethlehem was more than just a backwater: it was as far from Rome as Roman geography – and society – could imagine.

Perhaps the best rendering of this contrast was written by Aurelius Prudentius Clemens, a Roman poet of the fourth century AD. His poem, ‘O Sola Magnarum Urbium’, is now most often rendered as the hymn ‘Bethlehem of Noblest Cities’, with a first verse that reads thus:

BETHLEHEM! of noblest cities

none can once with thee compare;

thou alone the Lord from heaven

didst for us Incarnate bear.38

 

To have declared the little town as superior to Rome at its absolute height would have seemed insane to the Romans. Yet, it is a testament to just how much Bethlehem – and specifically its central church – has transfigured our expectations and concepts of what is good or noble, that we instinctively know what the inference is today: in the small and the powerless, a beauty and grace and truth might be found that are lacking in the strong or monumental.

There is another irony here, of course. What brought the great and the good to Bethlehem was exactly the message that they might find it most difficult to hear. That God in Christianity is not just a God of the powerful and that the manger isn’t just their manger, though some long imagined it to be so. Bethlehem is, if anything, even more the centre for the despised or damaged or rejected or those living in the supposedly uninfluential corners of the globe. Indeed, it is the hope of little towns everywhere. Why? Well, the revelation which was birthed in its dark streets, of God made man, the idea of humanity hallowed and changed, has shaped the world and will continue to do so as the silent stars go by.

* * *

However, plenty of the rulers of Bethlehem over the years weren’t especially interested in the fact that it was a theological centre but instead were primarily interested in its potential as a money-making machine. The Ottomans in particular viewed Bethlehem as a tax farm rather than as the site of the incarnation. As the years progressed, even the site of the Nativity itself became more than ever a place obsessed with the minor and the petty rather than the immanent or holy. As the Ottomans profited from a divide-and-rule mentality, throughout the 1800s, arguments between Catholics, Armenians and Orthodox broke out, often resulting in physical violence. Monastic habits would turn into blurs of white, black and brown as various orders and denominations indulged in brawls in the church. They continue to this day. Sometimes they are small-scale: a fistfight over the colour of a new curtain in 1869 or an incident as recent as 2011 when a group of rival priests bashed one another on the heads with brooms during the annual Christmas clean-up, resulting in the intervention of riot police.39 Sometimes the fights were more serious: a dispute over who stole the star on the top of the church in the early 1850s, for example, arguably led to the Crimean War.

One day, the monks of the Latin rite noticed that their star was missing. Suspicion immediately fell upon the Greek and Syriac Orthodox monks, who hated the presence of the star, not least because they kept Christmas in early January rather than December and felt it was, at best, unseasonal. The dispute led the Ottomans into giving the Latin Roman Catholic monks a key in an attempt to stop future thefts. The Orthodox viewed this as an impingement of their ancient rights confirmed by sultans past and suspected it was all a profiteering ruse by the Catholics to benefit from wealthy Western visitors; mobs in St Petersburg, Athens and Constantinople asked, ‘must we be robbed by these wretched Turks to gratify a few French tourists?’40 As the great powers of France and Russia piled in to back their respective sides, Europe slid towards war. The Church of the Nativity remained a focal point where global tensions could spill over.

Undoubtedly, what many believe happened at Bethlehem changed our perceptions of life and of what it is to be alive. Yet its role in provoking conflict points to another side to Bethlehem that is darker; a side to Bethlehem that is as closely linked to the history and theology that has unfolded there and yet speaks of something very different. For as much as Bethlehem is a city of life, it is also a city of death.

Unlike King Charles and Barack Obama, Fra Niccolò da Poggibonsi and Gemma Collins or any of the millions of people whose names go unrecorded, from little towns all over the globe, I could not visit the Church of the Nativity. Unlike other churches in this book, I cannot tell you of my time there or the people I met; for my detail I rely not on my own observations or experiences but those of others across thousands of years. The closest I got to Bethlehem was that conversation with Yazid, years before this book was even a coherent concept. In other places I could step on the very floors where saints had trod, but circumstances meant that I couldn’t go and touch where kings and reality stars and widows and sinners have knelt down and felt the sense of God nearby. Indeed, I couldn’t go to Bethlehem at all.

Despite the narrative of the peaceful little town and for all the sense that this is the place from where Christians mark the beginning of the story of eternal life, Bethlehem has been stalked by trauma and by death. That is the other side of Bethlehem, and the other side of Christianity as a whole. Both life and death are inherently linked. In the world of today, it is impossible to watch a news report or refresh social media without a reminder that Bethlehem has recently been at the heart of such violence as has become normal in the West Bank, where the little town now lies.

However, for all the horrors of today’s news, this is no new phenomenon. Matthew’s Gospel relates that pain and death came to Bethlehem almost as soon as Jesus had been born. He relates that the Magi realised that Herod’s interest in their trip to visit the Christ child had not been entirely a religious one. Fearful of the political consequences of a child Messiah, Herod orders the massacre of all baby boys up to the age of two in Bethlehem and the surrounding region, in an attempt to eliminate Christ before his ministry can begin.41 The reason for Bethlehem being made holy also became a reason for its weeping and sorrow. From the very beginning of Christianity, life and death were inseparable themes.

Whilst some scholars now doubt the historicity of the massacre, and think it an attempt to draw a theological link between Herod and the Pharaoh of Egypt, who ordered a similar massacre in the book of Exodus, the power of the story resonated across Christian generations.42 In medieval Coventry – the English weaving town – a carol based on the massacre became a centrepiece of the annual pageants that characterised local religious life. Three mothers would come on stage and sing, to a haunting melody, the following words:

 

Lully, lullah, thou little tiny child,

Bye bye, lully, lullay.

Thou little tiny child,

Bye bye, lully, lullay.

 

That woe is me, poor child, for thee

And ever mourn and may

For thy parting neither say nor sing,

‘Bye bye, lully, lullay.’

 

In an age where infant mortality was between 30% and 50% of all babies born, it must have been even more moving then than it is today.43 Yet, the medieval mothers of Coventry were expressing something radical about the Christian faith. The sense that even the tragic loss of a child was something mirrored in the story of salvation would have been a comfort to those who grieved. Bethlehem was a place of pain and hope bound together, and so more reflective of ordinary lives than a picture-perfect ‘little town’.

After these initial horrors there came those endless centuries of conquest and counter conquest, monks fighting endlessly about the smallest details of who got to worship where and when. What is painfully ironic is that much of that violence and pain was caused by the fact that people did view Bethlehem as special, as a holy and symbolic place.

Perhaps the starkest recent reminder of this tension in recent years was the incident during what became known as the Second Intifada, a period of heightened violence in the Holy Land between Israel and Palestine, which lasted between the years 2000 and 2005. As Israeli troops entered Bethlehem in the early hours of 2 April 2002, members of a fragmented Palestinian resistance, both official and otherwise, retreated to the very heart of the city and took shelter in the Church of the Nativity. Those dark streets which had once so captivated Bishop Brooks were blockaded with burned-out cars and rubbish to prevent the advance of Israeli tanks.44 A stand-off began between the two sides, with sixty or so monks and nuns remaining inside the church, caught in the middle and yet determined to keep the vow they had made as custodians of the holy place.

Over the following month or so, a number of people were killed, including the church’s bell ringer; still more were wounded, including monks. Fires broke out and the world watched aghast – leaders from the Pope to the US president appealed for peace and for calm. The eyes of the world were on Bethlehem once more, but as much in horror as in awe.

Finally, a deal was negotiated some thirty-nine days after the siege had begun. As aid workers and clergy arrived in the building to survey the damage, there was ‘an overwhelming smell of urine’.45 The main body of the building found itself strewn with discarded ammunition and the full panoply of the detritus of life lived by 200 people at close quarters. The grotto and site of the manger, however, were unscathed. And yet, there was a hope, as the Intifada finished, that the negotiations around the church might provide a model for a wider resolution and that hope might yet spring from the message of the Nativity.46 It was not to be, as the world today bears witness. Today, in 2025, as when faced with Herod’s anger or during the Crusades or the Intifada, Bethlehem is a place that is troubled, where death is all too well known. The origin story and its themes are not so distant after all.

* * *

The present day, therefore, is as subversive a time as any to assert the holiness of the little town. Dreamless sleeps have become daily nightmares. In 2023 the Church of the Nativity elected, contra St Francis, not to have a crib scene. Instead, in light of the destruction across the Holy Land, the figure of the infant Christ lies in a heap of rubble. The beginnings of the Church, the earliest moment of Christianity, still has power and ramifications today. To view Bethlehem – and indeed to view Christianity – as merely two-dimensional in what it offers is a mistake. The origin story of the Christian faith isn’t just a comforting myth of a baby on a winter’s night, but rather the means by which a completely radical change to what it means to be a human in all its manifestations might be understood. Put another way, either the incarnation – God as man – embraces the darkest moments of human existence, and offers hope for them, or it has no real relevance at all.

This is at the heart of what Bethlehem has come to mean. The contrast of its smallness and troubled history with the hope and magnitude of the message imparted there has shaped Christianity in ways beyond all telling. The fact that this backwater – often the scene of humanity’s worst instincts – is the place of the actual incarnation of the living God, with all its consequences for both divinity and humanity, is monumental precisely because of its paradoxical nature, precisely because of its ridiculousness. As we will see when we travel from imperial cities to barren hillsides, from shanty towns to opulent halls of marble, through different continents and centuries, the power of Bethlehem is that it opens up the potential for any place, however unlikely, to become holy.

Bethlehem has therefore affected more than just Christianity’s theology of place: it has changed how we think about everything. Secular liberalism might like to imagine that its concern for the individual or its concern for the needy comes from the Athenian agora or the Roman senate or, perhaps most superstitiously of all, is simply magically imparted in our brains at birth, but in reality all the specific concerns for what is right or true or beautiful to people in the West flow from the manger. From Bethlehem.

Christianity might be a complex and interwoven phenomenon, its historical and societal consequences might be perhaps the most complicated and conflicting of any human idea in existence, but, as we begin our survey of those consequences, it is worth recalling that at its heart remains the message first imparted at Bethlehem, the idea of ‘God with us’.

We will see this again and again in all of the churches which we do manage to visit. But Bethlehem’s history represents that idea better than any other place. It does not say that God is with us only in times of success or particular holiness, only by being pure or proper, or only during life. If the Church of the Nativity shows us anything it is that life and death are interwoven. That is the hope that marks Christianity out: God being with us is not a statement with terms and conditions, but rather one that applies throughout history, in all times and in all places. That is the real power of the manger. The second half of the carol puts it thus:

 

Yet in thy dark streets shineth

The everlasting light

The hopes and fears of all the years

Are met in thee tonight.

 

If no place better speaks of this great encompassing of history than Bethlehem, then no building in Bethlehem speaks of it better than the Church of the Nativity. There is a reason why so many people describe their visit to this strange, higgledy-piggledy church as one of the most important moments of their lives. This mad, confusing warren of a building, with steps down one way and up another, impractically small doorways and great, looming domes, which has seen politics, violence, profit and death, perhaps represents the beautiful paradoxes of the Christian faith better than any other. Not least because, in the very middle of its structural contradictions, lies a simple, powerful place: the tiny chapel in a cave with a silver star inlaid in the floor. In the midst of chaos, beauty; in the midst of death, life; and in the midst of the human, the Divine.
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