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Chapter 1  


Introduction  
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The Church of the Holy Sepulchre is the most important church in the whole of the Christian world and to the people of every nation in the world because there are Christian believers everywhere and, in 2025/2026, this Church celebrated 1700 years of importance to them. For historical reasons it became the principal church of World Christianity because Augusta Helena, the saintly mother of the Roman/Byzantine Emperor Constantine I, made the great pilgrimage to Jerusalem and the Land. With the help of Bishop Macarius and learned Jews and Christians she joyfully found various sites of Jesus’ earthly life and ministry, including this site, which had been deliberately buried by Emperor Hadrian, beneath pagan monuments, seven decades after Jesus’ Crucifixion,.  

St Helena’s son’s friend a biographer, Metropolitan Bishop of Caesarea, Eusebius Pamphillus, in about 337 A.D wrote of Helena: “As soon as she had rendered due reverence to the ground which the Saviour’s feet had trodden, according to the prophetic word which says, “Let us worship the place where His feet have trod” (perhaps a translation of Psalm 99:5) she immediately bequeathed the fruit of her piety to future generations”. For decades, however, the Judeo-Christians would have gathered secretly at such sites, or at least remembered them. Even pilgrims came from afar long before this Church was built; as evidence by the story behind Plate 12.6.  

The Church of the Holy Sepulchre has had a tortured history for much of its 1700 years but it is still open every day and filled with pilgrims, tourists and curious locals. There is no unified architectural programme here, with pieces of the stonework dating from many periods. The interior is very complex, even confusing, and is further complicated by the array of altars, sanctuary lamps, icons, mosaics, chandeliers, framed paintings, decorations and architecture from many different periods covering the last seventeen centuries. This book will help you to understand and appreciate this priceless gem, not so much for its interesting architecture as for its historic and spiritual significance.  

This book will first deal with the history of the site and go on to show you important and unusual aspects of the building. The architecture and layout is very complicated, internally, so it’s a good idea to begin by concentrating on one aspect: for example, you might choose to look for the Roman Catholic, the Armenian Apostolic or the Greek features; the unique Ethiopian monks; women saints’ chapels and altars; the Syrian Jacobite chapel; how the Virgin Mary is remembered; which pieces of the fabric of the church date back to the Byzantine emperors, Constantine I (in the 4th century) and Constantine IX Monomachos (in the  11th century) or any other issue that fit in with your own interests. There are so many different aspects to this site that something is sure to be of special interest.  
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Plate 1.1. Crusader bell tower, two cupolas and Omar’s minaret.  

Photo: Ian Finnin, 2013.  
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In 1453, the last Byzantine stronghold, Constantinople, was captured by the Ottoman Turks so that the whole Byzantine Empire came under Islamic control. Since 1853, by a decision of the Ottoman Turkish Porte or government decided the power structure within the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, the control of each architectural element and the schedule of liturgies and masses has been strictly controlled. It is still known as ‘The Status Quo’. 

These days, three Christian denominations (the Greek Orthodox, Roman Catholic/Latin and Armenian Apostolic churches) have shared control of the common property and control over their own areas. All three must agree to any changes to the common areas. Two more denominations (Egyptian Copts and the Aramaic speaking Syrian or Jacobite Christians) have smaller areas and rights. The Ethiopian Orthodox, who live up on the roof, have no rights downstairs and the newer denominations, Anglicans, Lutherans and Non-conformists, have no presence here at all. Some denomination that once had rights, notably the Melkite Catholics and the Georgians, have been squeezed out. 

There is, however, no single document of what ‘the Status Quo’ says and, in 1917, when the British took control of Jerusalem, the previous governor’s records, which established precedent, could not be found. Since then, British and, since 1948, Israeli authorities have let the Christians work things out among themselves: except for issues of public safety. In contrast, the Porte had kept a firm hand and an imperial firman (decree/permit) had to be obtained for every change. The Porte tended to favour the Greek Orthodox and, over the years, they have increased their holdings. Mainly when smaller groups had financial difficulties.  

The general public is fascinated by what is considered a symbol of Christian disharmony: the so-called Immovable Ladder. But the fact that six Church bodies have lived on-site and made this church function seven days a week for 1700 years, with only short, infrequent aggressive incidents tells a more nuanced story. No one knows how long the ladder has been up there, but it has been moved, and, in 1997, it was briefly stolen by a prankster.  
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Plate 1.2. The Immovable Ladder.  

Photo: Justin Campbell, 2019.  
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The Porte determined which Christian denomination would control which sections and which areas would be held in common.  Boundaries became rigid, but the published maps do not always agree with each other; especially about the common areas (as Maps 1 and 2 demonstrate). Timetables for the use of spaces held in common are also rigidly adhered to. Changes to ‘the Status Quo’ and decisions about areas held in common can only be made with the agreement of the three major denominations. Communication between the six groups is difficult: English is the popular medium, but very few of the resident Ethiopians speak it. The layout in Map 2 maximises the area of Greek Orthodox control and minimises Common Areas (as they are shown in Map 1) but the Seven Arches of the Virgin in the North was ceded by the Latins to the Greeks, making Map 1 the earlier. The Latin Choir, between the Tomb and the Katholicon, has been absorbed by the Greeks. A seat there now enables pilgrims a time of quiet contemplation and two small observation decks provide a clear perspective from above. 

Some areas are hotly contested by both the Egyptian Copts and the Ethiopian Orthodox such as the staircase and areas to the East of the Parvis (Courtyard) and the Deir es-Sultan Monastery on the roof.   

We can thank a 19th Century German Protestant missionary, Conrad Schlick, for mapping the entire complex for the Ottoman Turkish Porte in about 1863. He even mapped the cisterns, the rooftop and the surrounding areas.  
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Map 1 shows Common Areas in White.  
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Map 2. Shows Common Areas in grey.  


Greek Orthodox areas in blue are larger than previously.   












When this architectural treasure was first built by Emperor Constantine I in the 4th century A.D. it was a Byzantine church attended by Greek and Aramaic speaking people (although the clergy would also have spoken Latin). It was first called the Church of the Resurrection or, in Greek, the Anastasis. Today the Church looks very different from the original and is much smaller, but it retains the two most important elements: the tomb of Jesus Christ and some of the rock of Golgotha (Calvary) into which the cross of his Crucifixion was inserted. As Plate 1.1 shows, two cupolas dominate the skyline. The largest one stands over Jesus Christ’s tomb, the smaller one is over the Greek Orthodox Katholicon/Katholikon/Catholicon.  

The rock of Calvary is still 12.75 meters tall, despite efforts to destroy it. It is a major feature of this Church and can be glimpsed in various places, such as on the ground floor (Plate 9.3), and even touched on the first floor (Plate 13.3). Calvary means ‘skull’, whereas its Aramaic name, Golgotha, means ‘skull hill’.  

In its most abbreviated form this church commemorates and preserves the place of Jesus Christ’s crucifixion and the tomb from which his mortal body was resurrected by Divine power. A more detailed analysis will show that six major events from the last week of Jesus Christ’s earthly life are commemorated at various stations here: his Imprisonment, his Passion, his Way of Suffering (the Via Dolorosa), his Crucifixion, his Burial and his Resurrection. The final five stations of the traditional Roman Catholic (Franciscan) Way of the Cross are to be found in this building as the Church of the Holy Sepulchre is the goal of the Franciscan’s regular Friday procession from the Church of St Anne near Lions Gate.  

The Garden Tomb near the Damascus Gate is an official place of religious significance in Israel, and it is beloved by Protestants as a place for quiet reflection and public worship, but archaeology, history and tradition are on the side of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre as the original site of Christ’s final hours.  
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Plate 1.3 Holy Sepulchre Facade. Photo: Justin Campbell, 2019.  













Standing in the Parvis or courtyard we see evidence of the handiwork of the Crusaders. They were in control of Jerusalem for just under a century and there were fifty of those years before the rebuilt church was reconsecrated. Their version of the Holy Sepulchre has largely survived, for example, the Crusaders built the square bell-tower visible in Plates 1.1 and 1.3, the two decorative front doors (one of which was sealed up after the fire of 1808) (Plates 1.3 and 7.1) and they added the chapel with its own small dome, visible in the corner of the Parvis in Plate 1.3. This was originally an external entry to Golgotha but is now glassed in to become the Roman Catholic Chapel of the Franks, or Chapel of Our Lady of Sorrows.  

The Church of the Holy Sepulchre looks small but is now more than six storeys high, including the underground cisterns, the rotundas, the underground quarry, and the bell tower, which, over the centuries, has lost three of its original Crusader-period storeys. One fell down in 1545 and two more in 1719.  

The Crusaders’ version of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre was very lavish and very decorative, using marble, mosaic, paintings, sanctuary lamps, icons and sculptures. Their church was a blend of various European styles and they reused columns and other building materials from previous periods. Their work replaced the Church of Monomachos and was described by one Muslim as “one of the wonders of the world”.  
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