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    PREFACE




    One hot, still afternoon in West Jerusalem a police helicopter circled deafeningly above an empty main street lined with hundreds of Israeli soldiers and a few dozen curious bystanders.




    It was early autumn 2001 and, because Al-Qaeda had recently attacked New York and Washington and many in Europe believed that the war on terror could only be won by securing a peace between Israelis and Palestinians, I guessed we were about to witness a peace demonstration. The appearance of the first column of marchers and an accompanying din of bells, shrieking whistles and hooting shofars1* forced me to guess again.




    More celebration than demonstration, this was parade rather than protest. One after another, groups of folk dancers, musicians and cheerleaders passed me. No one looked angry or outraged and not one of the banners mentioned Palestine or peace. One declared OHIO LOVES JERUSALEM, the next ALASKANS FOR ISRAEL! Men in fancy dress with happy grins on their faces were breaking ranks to shake the hands and slap the backs of any black-suited Orthodox Jews they passed. Women scattered sweets and kisses among the children who were watching all those Americans and British in red and white and blue ensembles, Austrians in dirndls and lederhosen, Brazilians in bright yellow baseball caps strolling by, smiling and laughing and shouting ‘Shalom!’ More banners passed, proclaiming ISRAEL YOU ARE NOT ALONE and BRITISH CHRISTIANS LOVE ISRAEL. An amplified Israeli voice thanked Indonesian, Estonian and Guatemalan Christians, and Australian and Swedish and Spanish Christians for ‘coming all this way’.




    Like most of the Israeli witnesses of that event I knew far less about passionate Christian love for modern Israelis than I did about passionate Christian hatred traditionally displayed towards Jews as ‘Christ-killers’. Like most of them I was mistrustful, but also interested. Back in London I would uncover two salient facts about a brand of Christianity now known as Christian Zionism. First, it is a branch of Protestant fundamentalism whose roots lie deep in sixteenth-century Puritan England. Second, its modern adherents firmly oppose any resolution of the Arab–Israeli conflict that would grant the Palestinians a viable independent state.




    Christian Zionists believe that to acknowledge the Palestinians’ claim to this land between the Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan River is to defy the will of God as expressed in the Bible. An extreme position and one naturally resented by Palestinians, it is also only shared by the estimated 15 to 20 per cent of Israelis who might be described as fundamentalists.2* Informed by a close and literal reading of the Hebrew prophets of the Old Testament many Christian Zionists also share the Jewish fundamentalist conviction that the messiah will not appear to usher in a new and perfect age until Jews have been re-gathered into this land from the ends of the earth, until Jerusalem is their undisputed capital and the Jewish Temple has been rebuilt on the present site of the Muslims’ Haram al-Sharif.3* In fact, the only obvious difference between the beliefs of these Christian fundamentalists and those of their Jewish counterparts is the identity of the messiah they are waiting for. The Jews expect a stranger, the Christians their saviour, Christ.




    Christian Zionism has been flourishing since the biblically prophesied creation of Israel in 1948 and the Israeli capture of East Jerusalem in 1967, wherever love of the Scriptures is strongest and wherever Christian Zionists have travelled and evangelized, in South America, the Far East and Africa. But the United States is its heartland. In America’s Bible Belt, communities of Christians who, in the words of Donald Wagner, author of Anxious for Armageddon and professor of religion and Middle Eastern studies at Chicago’s North Park University, ‘see the modern state of Israel as the fulfilment of biblical prophecy and thus deserving of political, financial and religious support’, are proud to rename their region ‘Israel’s safety belt’. More importantly, by stridently promoting the most extreme and uncompromising Israeli position, Christian Zionists are destroying their country’s usefulness and credibility as an impartial arbiter in the dispute, to say nothing of imperilling Israel’s future.




    But today’s American Christian Zionist is only the most recent variety of foreign Christian to take an intense and active interest in the Holy Land. Christians of all nationalities and denominations have been involving themselves in, or taking charge of, affairs in that remote corner of the Middle East for almost two millennia. The grand total of 450 years when Christian powers actually ruled the region turns out to be an inaccurate measure of the influence they have exerted there since the fourth century when Emperor Constantine the Great espoused Christianity and proclaimed a Roman legion garrison town on the road to nowhere the pilgrimage centre of the Christian world. The later race for wealth and empire and, still later, the greed for oil and influence has only intensified a fascination rooted in a deep love for the land where Jesus Christ lived and died and rose again.




    The story of that long fascination is perhaps best told from Jerusalem because the past is ever present there, in its stones and in the minds and hearts of its inhabitants. On six separate visits to the city between the spring of 2002 and autumn 2003 I lodged with Arab Christians in a former monastery and mostly consorted with Christians, immersing myself in Jerusalem’s Christian past while observing its Christian present. I have not set out to record the centre-stage struggle between the Israelis and Palestinians for the right to occupy the Holy Land and nor have I attempted a comprehensive history of Christianity in the region. Rather, my aim has been to trace the parts played by a succession of outside Christian powers – Byzantines, Crusaders, Italian princes, French and Spanish kings, Russian, German and Austrian emperors, and more recently British and American governments – in the creation and maintenance of the planet’s most intractable conflict.




    My argument is that fourth-century Byzantine Orthodoxy and twenty-first-century American Christian Zionism are two ends of a single long continuum in the eyes of many non-Christians. Three years on from 11 September 2001 it seems more urgent than ever that we in the traditionally Christian West begin to see ourselves as others see us.
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    Holy Saturday, early May 2002, in Jerusalem’s Church of the Holy Sepulchre.




    Squeezed into a crowd behind a metal police barrier, a few feet from the shrine containing a fragment of Jesus Christ’s empty tomb, I am attending a ‘Holy Fire’ ceremony.




    The ancient Byzantine hymns have begun and so has the procession of churchmen but a nun’s broad back is blocking my view, someone’s damp armpit capping my left shoulder and a stomach rudely nudging me from behind. To my right an excited young Cypriot monk, whose beard is tickling my forehead, is asking me if his breath smells bad. I fib politely.




    ‘I’ve been standing here for five hours and fasting since yesterday,’ he explains, ‘so I wouldn’t be surprised . . .’




    A miracle is about to happen. The shepherd of all the city’s Orthodox Christians, Patriarch Irineos, and his retinue of chanting churchmen have already made their third circuit of the shrine.4* Now he is disappearing inside, to the tomb, with a single Armenian priest for company. In silent awe and hope we must wait for the Holy Fire to appear – maybe five minutes, maybe twenty, maybe all afternoon.




    In another noxious whisper my Cypriot neighbour informs me, ‘The Holy Fire rises from a crack in the marble top of the tomb. It can be a strange colour, blue or white, and it doesn’t burn anything it touches for the first half-hour. You can even put your lighted candle against your cheek.’




    Less than five minutes later, inside a structure no larger than a small garden shed, on the spot where the body of Jesus once lay, the marvel has come to pass. Two round holes in the walls of the shrine are blazing with Holy Fire and the church bells tolling out the joyous news that God has heard the prayers of the faithful. Now Patriarch Irineos is lighting his candles and passing the precious gift out to the clamouring crowd of the faithful. Holy Fire invades the church, a fast-breeding light transfiguring faces, transforming the dark stone space. I hear gasps and cheers and sobs and tears. The emotion is overwhelming, the heat suffocating.




    Now television crews are switching off lights and unplugging cables and the Russian pilgrims who camped by the tomb last night are hurriedly packing their bags and folding chairs. The church bells are still clanging like fire alarms, and people pushing and shoving towards the exit and fresh air, gasping out their Easter greetings to one another – ‘Christ is Risen!’ ‘Indeed, he is risen!’ – in a medley of Arabic, Greek and Slav languages.




    The Holy Fire begins its travels. As the faithful stumble out into the prosaic white light of an early afternoon, shielding their flickering flames from the breeze, passing the lines of Israeli police and dispersing towards their homes, an Orthodox priest on special day release from Bethlehem’s besieged Church of the Nativity heads back through the Israeli checkpoints, his Holy Fire safe in a flickering lantern. A Greek bishop, settled in the back of a limousine with another lighted lamp on his lap, is already speeding down the motorway towards Ben Gurion Airport to catch the specially chartered Olympic Airways flight back to Athens in time for the midnight Easter service. From Athens, another aeroplane will ferry the fire to Istanbul, to the ancient Greek Orthodox Patriarchate of Constantinople and another to the island of Patmos.




    In need of fresh air I walk the long way back, through the bustle of the Muslim Quarter’s twilit souk with its sacks of spices, stacks of pans and bristling heaps of hairbrushes, up as far as Damascus Gate, then out into brilliant sunshine again and along the Old City walls for a few hundred yards, to New Gate.




    Here in Jerusalem, where Jews, Christians and Muslims have been noisily peddling their wares for centuries, no religion can be viewed in isolation. Here, much more clearly than elsewhere, one can see how each of the great monotheistic faiths has cornered its share of the eternal salvation market. If Judaism can boast venerable antiquity and a hardy pedigree, Islam can claim to be the most modern of the three and to offer a detailed guide to righteous living. But what is Christianity’s special attraction? Christians would probably say that it is Jesus, the Redeemer, who exalted the poor above the rich and advocated non-violence before sacrificing himself for all our sakes. But here and now the Holy Fire is suggesting a different answer: the astounding claim that some 2,000 years ago God came down to earth to live and suffer as a man, is what sets Christianity apart from Judaism and Islam.




    When viewed beside Jehovah and Allah here, the Christian God is a perilously attractive hybrid – a man-god – and the Holy Fire ceremony a cautionary tale of where worship of such a hybrid can lead. Neither Judaism nor Islam has sought to shrink the distance between the deity and his creation like this, dragging God to earth while, at the same time, hoisting man heavenward. Neither of those two religions has ever dared lay claim to the favour of such a rendezvous with God. Nor has any rabbi or imam claimed as St Athanasius did in the second century that ‘God was made man so that man might become God.’1




    The roots of this Christian boldness, this sublime confidence – hubris the ancient Greeks would have called it – may lie in fear lest the gulf between the Almighty and mankind be too discouragingly great. But I think I recognize this same boldness as the spirit in which the Christian world has been behaving in this land between the Jordan River and the Mediterranean Sea since 300 years after Jesus Christ died.




    Plunging back into the Old City again I pass a group of Orthodox slowly climbing the alley steps with their flickering Holy Fire still lit. Down past the Franciscans’ fortress headquarters of San Salvatore I go, past the Arab Catholic Scouts’ headquarters and the Palestinian beggar whose dress reminds me of a cardinal’s robes, until I reach the bakery selling round Easter loaves with coloured eggs baked into their centres, and finally, the low stone entrance leading into Arkhangelos.5* The threshold of the former Orthodox monastery stinks of cat pee and fermenting rubbish but its flagstoned passageway is cool and freshly mopped, the little inner courtyard empty but for two pots of red geraniums and a snoozing cat occupying the sunny stone steps leading up to the grey metal door of Rahme’s flat. I am home.




    Rahme has not moved from her sofa in the darkened sitting room, nor has she changed out of her nightdress. With the television tuned to an Arab newscast and the radio crackling an Orthodox Easter chant, she is knitting something large and orange. On the coffee table beside her is a fancily ribboned candle, already lit with Holy Fire by one of her nephews. She calls out to me, ‘I listened to the church bells when the Holy Fire came. Orthodox Christians all over the world are so happy today!’




    Not for long. Between cuts to the siege of the Church of the Nativity, the television is showing President Bush, with his mouth opening and closing helplessly and Arabic subtitles bouncing off his chest like shrapnel. Rahme gasps and furiously shunts stitches down her knitting needle, as if she were loading a gun.




    ‘He has no shame! His axis of evil! Oh, my God! Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan, Syria, North Korea! Axis of evil no – Bush is evil!’




    Rahme does not care for Saddam Hussein, nor does she support Yasser Arafat or her fellow Palestinians’ suicide bombing campaign. But she loathes what the Israelis are doing to her people, and America too for subsidizing Israel. The force of all that hatred is only exceeded by her latest terror, that the entire Middle East will erupt in apocalyptic chaos if America carries out its threat to invade Iraq.




    In my room, once the cell of Orthodox monks but now hung with crookedly framed photos of Rahme’s dead father, I am assaulted by cooking smells and sounds, both amplified by the enclosed courtyard: roasting meat, television news, frying potatoes, church music, the tinkling of cutlery and glass, a child laughing. The Arab Orthodox Christians living in the other flats fashioned out of this 500-year-old monastery with its narrow courtyard and tiny stone church are all celebrating the miraculous descent of the Holy Fire. Outside the window at the foot of my bed some cats are fighting, but I sleep.




    Evening. The entire Christian Quarter is alive with rumours. Rahme’s younger sister Nasra has heard an astonishing tale.




    It appears that the Holy Fire ceremony did not, after all, go as planned. Instead, behind the closed doors of the edicule,6* out of sight of the faithful, an unholy rumpus came to pass. Nasra has learned that the Armenian priest accompanying Patriarch Irineos into the edicule decided to hurry the miracle along a little. Improvising his own Holy Fire with the aid of a cigarette lighter, he moved swiftly towards one of the holes in the wall of the antechamber, and was on the point of passing his lit candles out to a waiting fellow Armenian when the patriarch intervened. Enraged, Irineos had put a stop to his companion’s crime by blowing out his candles. In that confined and cluttered space, the holiest spot in the Christian world, an ugly tussle had ensued. The Armenian had sustained a painful injury. The patriarch had lost a shoe.




    Squeezed behind that police barrier, the Russian nun in front of me, the Cypriot monk beside me, I had missed the sequel – two burly Orthodox monks bursting through the doors of the edicule to go to their patriarch’s aid, and the storming of the shrine by Israeli police.




    ~




    Passing again the monastery of San Salvatore, I chance to meet an acquaintance from a previous visit, a solemn young Catholic friar from Texas with four years residence in the city to his credit. While couples stroll by enjoying the cool of the evening and playing children richochet back and forth across the narrow alley, Father Athanasius gives my account of the Holy Fire rumours his fullest attention.




    ‘Perhaps not every last detail,’ he says, unable to restrain a smile, ‘I’ve heard there was some trouble. But this was right inside the edicule you say? With a lighter?’




    We are interrupted by an electronic buzzing. Out of a deep pocket in his tobacco-brown habit comes his mobile phone. The call, conducted in Italian, the lingua franca of the Franciscans here, concerns the progress of the siege of the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem.




    It is not good news.




    If much of the world has forgotten or never known that there are Christians as well as Muslims and Jews in the Holy Land, the siege of the Church of the Nativity, the climax of this almost two-year-old intifada, has acted as a startling reminder of that fact. The Christian guardians of Jesus’ birthplace in Bethlehem – thirty-one mostly southern European Catholic friars, four Catholic nuns, nine Greek Orthodox and five Armenian clergy – never offered the place to some 200 Palestinian civilians and armed militants, Christians as well as Muslims, for use as a sanctuary from Israeli mass arrests. Nor did they invite Israeli troops with tanks, guns, infrared sights and megaphones to besiege the holy place. There is not one iota of Christian hubris about this particular situation; under a rooftop statue of Christ’s mother Mary that has lost an arm in the fighting, inside sturdy stone walls pitted by sniper bullets, without electricity, sufficient food or medical supplies, they are helplessly suffering too.




    ‘You know, normally this Holy Fire ruckus would be a very serious matter for all the Christian communities, but right now – with the siege in Bethlehem going on – we can’t be worrying about candles and cigarette lighters,’ says Father Athanasius, snapping his phone shut. We go our separate ways, he through San Salvatore’s great doors to evening prayers and me a few steps down the alley to Arkhangelos.




    Rahme is holding court from her sofa tonight. The flat is filled with smoke and smells sweetly of rotting apples; two of her burly nephews, one of them at Bethlehem University, the other studying Hebrew and computing, are bubbling gently into the narghile.




    Like most of those renting the Arkhangelos flats from the Greek patriarchate, Rahme and her family belong to the tiny Palestinian Orthodox community still residing in the old city’s Christian Quarter. After weathering centuries of eroding conversion to either Roman Catholicism or Protestantism, followed by decades of accelerated emigration since the birth of Israel in 1948, it is only about 2,500 souls strong.7* But its members still boldly advertise their religious allegiance by wearing gold crosses on chains about their necks, by hanging icons on the walls of their homes and displaying photographs of Patriarch Irineos in their shops and offices.




    More pious than most, Rahme is in the habit of gazing lovingly up at the plastic crucifix plugged into an electric socket in her kitchen and pleading, ‘When will he come again?’ Her passionate reverence for the broken man-god on his cross also extends to the small army of Greek churchmen who inhabit the sprawling maze of the patriarchate which backs onto this same alley; they are all ‘angels’, she tells me, some of whom she has known since she was a child. Rahme counts herself as direct an heir to the Greek Orthodox Christianity of the late Roman or early Byzantine empire – ‘the original, the true Christianity of the Holy Land,’ she calls it – as any of them. Rahme would have me know that the first period of Christian rule over Jerusalem began some two centuries before the collapse of the Roman empire, about 250 years after the Romans’ destruction of the second Jewish Temple in the city and 300 years after Christ’s death and resurrection.




    In 312 the Roman Emperor Constantine the Great had been marching towards Rome to do battle with his rival Maxentius for sole control of the western Roman empire when he had a vision of a dazzling cross and heard a voice commanding him to ‘Go forth and conquer in this sign!’ His subsequent victory at Milvian Bridge can only have confirmed his feeling that the Christian god was all-powerful and his hitherto illicit cult ideally suited to the task of reviving and uniting the Roman empire.




    Three hundred years of persecution had fostered some admirable attributes among the empire’s Christians: they were disciplined, organized and possessed of a communications network extending to every corner of the Roman world. Constantine believed that, armoured in this faith and buttressed by a new Christian capital in the east, at Byzantium8* on the Bosporus, the empire could not fail to prosper. He was mistaken. Freed at last to practise and proclaim their faith, Christians were also free to air their disagreements about it. By 325 the Byzantine Church was violently divided by a dispute over whether Jesus of Nazareth was both man and God. Neither side doubted that he was the messiah, but Bishop Arius of Alexandria and his followers declared him to have been man, rather than man-god.




    The Arian schism caused strife among the ranks of the very organization Constantine was relying on for unity and mightily displeased him. Opting for what would become Orthodoxy9* – the belief that Jesus was equally man and God – over Arianism, Constantine swiftly summoned a Church council at Nicaea10* to impose the ruling. The most senior bishop in Palestine, the elderly Eusebius of Caesarea, relates how on receiving the emperor’s order churchmen dashed to Nicaea ‘like sprinters from the starting line’.2 One of those sprinting prelates was Bishop Eusebius’ neighbour and arch-rival, the ambitious and fervently Orthodox Makarios of Jerusalem,11* who had something quite other than theological disputes on his mind. Why should he not upstage Eusebius and Caesarea by turning his own depopulated and half-ruined Jerusalem into the wealthiest, most frequented and loyally Orthodox city in Palestine?




    Makarios seized the occasion of the Council of Nicaea to inform Emperor Constantine that Jerusalem’s Christians were convinced – admittedly on the basis of only hearsay and tradition – that the miraculously vacated tomb of Jesus Christ lay intact and untouched under the foundations of the city’s pagan temple to Aphrodite. Would it not be the greatest gain for Christianity over paganism if this holy of holies were excavated, adorned and honoured? Constantine, just then casting around for a way to lend the new state religion some marks of a past august enough to impress reluctant converts, was enthralled by the idea. He ordered an immediate start to excavations.




    Back in Jerusalem, Makarios set to work on two tasks. As well as demolishing the temple to Aphrodite in order to excavate the tomb, he had undertaken to build the grandest basilica church in the whole of the Roman empire. But it was locating a cave tomb answering to the New Testament’s laconic description of Christ’s temporary resting place, ‘a tomb which had been hewn out of the rock’, that proved the most arduous aspect of the project. Two anxious years were to pass before teams of slaving workmen uncovered such a cave.12* Relieved and delighted, Constantine wrote to tell Bishop Makarios that ‘no power of language seems adequate to describe the wondrous circumstances’.3 Even Eusebius, who could not have relished Makarios’ success and whose abstract Greek mind distrusted the populist literalism of the scheme, was moved to liken the reappearance of the tomb to the resurrection of Christ and concede its usefulness to the faithful: ‘after [the tomb’s] descent into darkness it came forth again to the light, and it enabled those who came as visitors to see plainly the story of the wonders wrought there’.4




    Constantine ordered a large amount of rock around the precious tomb to be hacked out of the hillside. An area forty metres in diameter around that, including a large rounded stone that had been happily identified as Calvary, the remains of the hill on which Christ had been crucified, was set aside for the basilica. A rotunda of twelve sturdy columns, one for each of the apostles, would ring the precious tomb, each of them crowned with a great silver bowl donated by the emperor. Bishop Eusebius tells us that the place was further adorned ‘with untold beauties in innumerable dedications of gold and silver and precious stones set in various materials’.5 Pilgrims would pass from the glorious grandeur of the basilica, through a magnificent garden, to the still greater splendour of the rotunda and the tomb.




    Between them, Constantine and Bishop Makarios masterminded the creation of a holy place so gorgeously glittering that Eusebius hailed it as ‘a fresh new Jerusalem’.6 All around the central site the Old City was vanishing. The Jewish capital might never have existed; the ruins of the Jews’ second Temple were merely a permanent and pleasing reminder to Byzantine Christians of how God had punished his chosen people. What further proof was needed that, as Eusebius put it, ‘the historic world mission of the people of Israel has been taken from them and has been given to the Christian churches’?7




    A state visit cum pilgrimage by Constantine’s octogenarian mother in 326 set the seal on Christian Jerusalem’s fortunes. The dowager Empress Helena came ‘with the eagerness of youth to apply her outstanding intellect to enquiring about the wondrous land’, Eusebius wrote. But she was also there ‘to inspect with imperial concern the eastern provinces’.8 The eastern half of the empire was more Christian than the western half at the time, but Constantine’s cohorts were nevertheless hard at work, breaking into pagan shrines, stripping idols of their precious adornments and melting down gold for reuse in Christian ornaments.




    The emperor, meanwhile, was supplying his peoples with wonderful new aids to worship. Christ’s empty cave tomb was only the start. After some more exploratory excavation around the Anastasis13* his mother unearthed not just the cross on which Jesus was crucified, but the very nails that had pierced his hands and feet while he hung on it. Constantine set one of them in his helmet and another on his horse’s bridle. A good portion of the True Cross was shipped to his new capital while the remainder stayed in Jerusalem, an irresistible attraction for the Christian pilgrims who began flocking to the city.




    Bishop Eusebius’ fears about replacing complex and abstract mysteries of faith with simplistic literal worship of places and objects would soon prove justified. At Easter in the year 381, less than fifty years after the consecration of the Anastasis, a Spanish nun named Egeria came on pilgrimage to Jerusalem and learned that the guard on the priceless relic had had to be reinforced after a pilgrim who had stooped to kiss the cross, ‘bit off a piece of the Holy Wood, and stole it away’.9 A convenient notion, that the cross miraculously regrew itself however much of it was stolen, gained currency. By the beginning of the fifth century sections of the True Cross were to be found in Gaul, Syria, Asia Minor, Italy and Africa.




    Sister Egeria gushed over the wonderful decoration around the tomb, at the piety of the crowds of pilgrims who wept and groaned with the pathos of Christ’s Passion, at the glittering torch-lit processions from the Mount of Olives to the Anastasis, at the interminable night vigils and the magnificent church services. ‘The decorations really are too marvellous for words,’ she wrote home to her sisters in Spain. ‘All you can see is gold and jewels and silk; the hangings are entirely silk with gold stripes, the curtains the same. You simply cannot imagine the number, and the sheer weight of the candles and the tapers and lamps and everything else they use for the services.’10




    Both Judaism and paganism had favoured pilgrimage, but on a local scale. Now the half-ruined town on the road to nowhere was attracting the world. People were converging on the place from far and near, to experience the incomparable thrill of walking in God’s human footsteps in the land he lived and died in. A pilgrim from Rome informed his family back home that ‘whoever is noblest in Gaul hastens hither, the Briton sundered from our world, leaves his setting sun and seeks the spots known only by rumour and the narration of the Scriptures. The Armenians, Persians, Indians, Ethiopians, Egyptians are to be found here, different in tongue but one in faith.’11 Christian Palestine’s lingua franca was the Greek of the eastern empire, but every other language could be heard. Greek church services were faithfully translated into the language of the native population, Aramaic, but also into Latin for pilgrims from the western empire.




    In the centre of the city pious and wealthy Byzantine widows built villas around the dazzling Anastasis and endowed churches and monasteries both inside and outside the city walls. The exiled Byzantine Empress Eudokia erected a gigantic copper cross on the Mount of Olives and a patriarchal palace in the city. There was any amount of work for icon-painters, marble-dressers, goldsmiths, jewellers and mosaicists in Byzantine Jerusalem. A marvellously preserved floor mosaic of the era depicts Jerusalem on its side, with the colonnaded Cardo Maximus stretching, not north to south as it does on today’s maps but – like a fat fish’s backbone – the horizontal length of the city.14*




    Miracles abounded. An Italian pilgrim marvelled that whenever the True Cross was displayed a star appeared in the sky above the spot and remained there until the precious relic was locked away again. He was amazed by a cloud he saw shedding a miraculous dew over the city’s churches every morning: ‘In the hospices all the dishes are cooked in it and in the places where this dew falls many diseases are cured.’12




    St Jerome, in Jerusalem shortly after Sister Egeria, described how one Roman noblewoman of his acquaintance ‘started to go around visiting all the [holy] places with such burning enthusiasm that there was no taking her away from one unless she was hurrying on to another’. And while venerating the cross and another remarkable archaeological discovery, the Stone of Unction – the slab on which Christ was anointed while awaiting burial – she was so transported by grief that ‘her tears and lamentations’ were heard all over Jerusalem.13 The less exalted effects of this holy gold rush did not escape the irascible Jerome; he guessed that nowhere else in the world were people ‘so ready to kill each other’.14




    Religious toleration, especially where Jews were concerned, was conspicuously lacking in Byzantine Christian Jerusalem. Centuries of rivalry with Judaism and their own bitter schisms had bred in those early Christians a taste for rigid definition, a love of the strictest Orthodoxy, a hatred of ‘the other’. In caves in the hills around the city hermit holy men, Jerome’s brother monks, denounced the Jews on the grounds that they deserved to suffer for their wilful failure to recognize Jesus as their messiah and for having him put to death. St Jerome himself declared that Jews must be hated and their synagogue reviled as a ‘brothel, a den of vice, the Devil’s refuge, Satan’s fortress, a place to deprave the soul, an abyss of every conceivable disaster or whatever else you will’.15 St John Chrysostom, the fourth-century archbishop of Constantinople, whose eight sermons against the Jews set the tone for centuries of anti-Semitism, described them as ‘lustful, rapacious, greedy perfidious bandits’, a people whose ‘debauchery and drunkenness has given them the manners of the pig and the lusty goat’, a race whose crime against Jesus Christ meant ‘no expiation, no indulgence, no pardon’.16




    By the sixth century the Byzantine Emperor Justinian was barring Jews from building synagogues, from reading the scriptures in Hebrew and from gathering in public places. Forbidden to own land or to live in Jerusalem, they were permitted one visit a year to their ancient capital, to weep over the ruins of the Temple.




    ~




    Bishop Theophanis dismisses my questions about Byzantine Jerusalem with an impatient frown and a wave of his hand.




    ‘Why are you speaking about this history? Everyone knows that our Byzantine Christianity was here first, that it has the deepest roots here among the people and so on, and that strictly speaking we Orthodox should be taking the lead in all Christian matters here. But the important thing – the cru-cial thing – is that effectively, with Orthodoxy, history does not exist – everything is now, now!’




    Theophanis is speaking fast and furiously, in volleys of the broken theological English he learned while studying for a PhD at Durham. Bustling around his little kitchen, fixing me an impromptu meal of almonds, strong coffee and crimson-dyed hard-boiled egg, neatly sliced and sprinkled with pepper, he seems intent on quick-selling me Orthodox Christianity. From time to time he pauses midway between the sink and the fridge, or in the act of spooning coffee into the pot, while he racks his mind for the best formulation of his thoughts in English. There is no room for argument with him, but I am enjoying the drama of his lecture.




    Giving me directions here, Rahme had explained that although Theophanis’ bedroom window is only a step further down and across the alley from Arkhangelos, I would have to go the long way round, past the Internet cafe on Christian Quarter Street and take the first turning right up Greek Orthodox Patriarchate Street. About fifty yards ahead on my right I would see a big wooden door, which I must enter. Next I must climb a flight of marble stairs to arrive in a hall hung with almost life-size portraits of Greek patriarchs of Jerusalem, at the far end of which I would find another staircase that would bring me out onto a roof terrace rose garden. On the far side of that, by a heap of broken masonry, I would see Theophanis’ little bungalow.




    ‘God bless you, Victoria!’ was how he greeted me, standing at his kitchen door with a dishcloth slung over his shoulder. He had barely paused for breath since.




    ‘Our Orthodox liturgy, you see, is a constant re-enactment of history. It keeps everything present. When you’re talking about history and Orthodoxy you must understand that in the context of our liturgy history is this moment – this bowl of red Easter eggs, the sun on the roses in the garden out there. Look, I’ve read the Desert Fathers and the writings of pilgrims like that Spanish nun Egeria, and St Jerome. Tell me something: what has changed in Orthodoxy? Anything? Nothing! Orthodoxy is always there; we just have to appropriate it, you see? Ap-pro-priate it!’




    I laugh appreciatively, and he continues. ‘Some people say that we Orthodox are too relaxed. Just because we have the perfect true faith, we think there’s nothing more to be said or done. Pah!’ He shrugs. ‘We all have our failings! But the Orthodox are going for the es-sence of the matter. At least we are not slaves of the pope like the Catholics. And the Protestants? Pah! We are more truly theological. Another egg, some cake?’




    While he gulps his coffee I manage to slip in a question about the ‘essence’ of the Holy Fire miracle.




    ‘Miracle? What miracle?’ he counters. Startled, I wonder if this senior Greek hierarch is about to admit that the most effective and powerful weapon in the arsenal the Orthodox have been deploying for centuries against their fellow Christians here, as well as Muslims and Jews, is a base trick. I proceed with care. ‘Theophanis, there are rumours about trouble at the Holy Fire ceremony on Saturday. I didn’t see anything, but there was some violence, wasn’t there?’




    ‘Yes, yes,’ he replies with an impatient flick of his dishcloth, ‘I think Irineos and the Armenian hit each other, but it’s quite normal here. Last year the Copts and the Syrian Jacobites were chasing each other around the tomb. I laugh at all this!’




    ‘I know there are often fights, but inside the edicule?’ I suggest that such a rumpus in the holiest place in Christendom is especially shameful given the current crisis in Bethlehem, and enquire as to whether Patriarch Irineos is feeling a little embarrassed.




    ‘Embarassed? Not at all. I think he’s happy that he asserted himself in there,’ answers Theophanis, noisily slamming the fridge door. His tone has turned testy, dismissive. For all his charm and bonhomie there is an uneasy tension about him.




    Crashing about at his washing-up, he fills in the background to the brawl for me. It seems that Patriarch Irineos’ predecessor, an overweight and sick old man, gradually abandoned the correct order of the ceremony in favour of ease and convenience, thereby giving the Armenian priest free rein to usurp parts of his role and create a dangerous precedent that might soon be described as ‘traditional’. Performing the ceremony for the first time this year, Irineos had determined to call a halt to this insidious encroachment on an Orthodox prerogative.




    ‘You see, the Armenians do tricks . . . OK, OK,’ Theophanis admits, pre-empting my protest, ‘I know we all do wrong things, but they are worse than us. I tell you this frankly!’




    ‘And what about the Holy Fire miracle?’ I can no longer resist saying. The dragging of God to earth and the elevation of Orthodoxy above other forms of Christianity must be the oldest and boldest trick any established religion has ever perpetrated on its adherents.




    Standing at the sink, his back to me, Theophanis coughs and pauses. He is planning another excursion into theology. ‘Look, Victoria, I am sure that you know about the created world of man and nature but also about the uncreated world which sanctifies that created world and makes it immortal. Holy communion, for example, is not just bread or those wafers the Catholics have, but the body and blood of Christ, immortal and sacred! The same with baptism: water becomes a means of salvation . . .’




    I can see where this is leading but doubt that Holy Fire qualifies as a sacrament, like either holy communion or holy matrimony. Perhaps I am thinking too rigidly. Theophanis attempts a further explanation: ‘In this ceremony we are offering created fire and from it comes uncreated light, by the grace of the Holy Spirit. You see?’




    ‘But how is that created fire created in the first place?’




    ‘Oh,’ he says, vigorously rubbing at a corner of the plastic tablecloth now, ‘before the ceremony begins, a kantila – a little oil lamp – is placed, already lit, on the tomb. The patriarch lights his candle from it while he says a special prayer.’




    He gives me a challenging look, as if to say, ‘There! Are you satisfied now?’ before hurrying out of the kitchen into his sitting room. When he returns, he is wearing a pair of half-moon spectacles and has a copy of the complete works of T. S. Eliot in his hands. Flicking through the book, furrowing his brow, he finds what he is looking for at last: ‘Here we are – the chorus from The Rock. Wonderful!’




    How can I drag him back down from this high heaven of fine feeling to the muddy matter at hand.




    ‘Theophanis, the patriarchate’s website is still presenting the Holy Fire as a miracle,’ I begin, hastily riffling through the pages of my notebook in search of the relevant citation. ‘Listen to this – “a wheeze is heard and almost simultaneously blue and white lights penetrate from everywhere, as though millions of photographic flashes turn on”.17 What would happen if Patriarch Irineos called a press conference and announced the simple truth you’ve just told me about the Holy Fire?’




    Theophanis is impatient. ‘Look, do you tell children of six years old the facts of life, all at once, just like that, suddenly? No, they get to know the truth little by little, don’t they? The same with Father Christmas, the same with the Holy Fire.’




    ‘But we’re not talking about children. I’m thinking of my Greek diplomat friend who’s in her mid-thirties. I’m thinking of Rahme, who must be almost sixty, and Nasra . . .’




    He pauses to gaze out at the sunlight on the roses, thinking hard. ‘If the patriarch made a declaration about the Holy Fire he would be like a pope trying to solve everything with encyclical letters, which only create more problems. No, no! And now, it is time for us to go!’




    Striding back together through the patriarchate we hail a monk sitting tapping at a computer by an open window. On we go, passing some barking dogs and a washing line and climbing some stairs into an upper central courtyard, where suddenly we come face to face with Patriarch Irineos and a posse of monks. Theophanis introduces us and the patriarch responds in careful English, ‘Good, good. I’m sure His Eminence is looking after you well.’




    I wonder if Theophanis is feeling as sheepish as I am.




    I remember my very first meeting with my Texan friend Father Athanasius and his solemn warning to me that distrust, disloyalty and suspicion are the air one breathes in Jerusalem. ‘You just have to watch out,’ he said. ‘The air here is toxic’




    ~




    Home smells anything but toxic this evening.




    After cooking a Palestinian pilaf Rahme is resting on her sofa, smoking. I help myself to some of the dish and join Nasra, who is sitting at the table pensively picking at a plate of watermelon. She tells me a friend of hers at the Greek patriarchate has just offered her a job there, translating old documents from Arabic into Greek. While reluctant to quit her post as an administrator at Bethlehem University, she is exhausted by the daily commute through the Israeli checkpoints and depressed by random curfews. She thinks she would like to help the Church, for a while at least and for free, because there is no telling if or when ‘the situation’ will improve sufficiently for her to return to her own flat in Bethlehem.




    ‘I’ve been at the patriarchate too,’ I say, seizing my chance while Rahme is otherwise occupied to test Theophanis’ startling disclosure on her. Suddenly I feel sure that I have over-estimated Orthodox Christians’ attachment to their Holy Fire. Nasra will probably just laugh and shrug. But no, she listens very carefully to my tale, her fork frozen in mid-air.




    ‘My goodness! He told you that?’ she shouts, shaking her head in angry disbelief. ‘How can we believe in this religion now?’ Her tone turns sarcastic.‘Did he also say that Mary the mother of God was never a virgin, that she had sex? And then did he happen to mention that any woman can be the mother of God?’ Pushing the plate of melon away from her, she announces, ‘You know, every Orthodox Christian believes in this miracle, every single one of us!’




    I am dismayed by her distress and attempt to limit the upset I have caused. ‘He talked about the created and the uncreated light and the symbolism . . .’




    But Nasra is inconsolable. ‘OK, OK, but that’s not the way people believe it, is it? You know that!’




    The pilaf-scented air tastes toxic now.




    Nasra lights up the narghile and we bubble away ruminatively in a haze of cinnamon smoke while one set of neighbours rows and Rahme’s television blares the latest bad tidings from the Church of the Nativity. And then it is Nasra’s turn to shock me, by relaying what her friend and perhaps future employer at the patriarchate has told her about the Bethlehem siege.




    ‘It’s clear that the Catholics are using this crisis for their own purposes. The Franciscans don’t control as much of the Church of the Nativity as the Orthodox, so they let the Palestinian gunmen into the church to make trouble.’




    ‘I’m not following, Nasra.’




    ‘It’s simple,’ she replies, exhaling a long plume of smoke. ‘The Franciscans let the gunmen in because they, the friars, want to see the place destroyed by the Israeli tanks. When everything has been smashed up, the pope or some rich Catholics will offer to build a new church. Then, of course, the Franciscans will make sure that they have all the rights and control over it.’




    ‘Do you believe that? Does Father Kiprianos really think that the climax of this intifada has been engineered by the Catholics to spite the Orthodox?’




    ‘Of course,’ she says.15*




    ~




    Neither theology nor miracles but physical space is what Bishop Theophanis would call the ‘es-sence’ of the trouble in this city, and over the wider area of what Jews, Christians and Muslims all view as holy land.




    Walking down St Francis Road this morning, into the covered gloom of Christian Quarter Road, I take the tiny second turning on the left – the cobbled alley of St Helena Road with its clutter of souvenir stalls and the Omar mosque at what looks like the dead end of it. The mosque’s high minaret is catching the sun prettily but a sign on its fancy ironwork gate repels casual tourists with FOR PRAYER ONLY. Deliberately sited just there, where it still confuses Christian pilgrims in search of Christ’s tomb, this tenth-century mosque was built to assert the supremacy of Islam over Christianity. Just past it, a sharp left turn will bring me to the steps leading down to the sun-filled parvis, an enclosed courtyard, and the dark entrance to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.




    Islam was not always as eager to emulate Byzantine Christianity’s triumphalist exclusivity as that sign on the gate of the mosque would suggest. Mohammad believed that his divine revelation was only a refinement and expansion on the revelations granted by God to Moses and Jesus. ‘Do not argue with the followers of an earlier revelation otherwise than in the most kindly manner,’ he commanded his Muslims, ‘say: “We believe in that which has been bestowed from on high upon us, as well as that which has been bestowed upon you: for our God is one and the same, and it is to him that we all surrender ourselves.”’18




    Jerusalem was not the capital of the promised land for Muslims in the same way that it was for Jews. Nor had Allah ever sanctified it in the way that Jesus Christ had, but Mohammad once dreamed he flew around the city as far as the ruins of the second Jewish Temple on a winged horse named al-Buraq in the company of the Angel Gabriel.16* By means of that ‘night journey’ the Prophet had transferred a measure of Muslim sanctity to Jerusalem, rendering it Islam’s third holiest city, after Mecca and Medina.




    Mohammad had only been dead five years in 637 when one of his closest companions, Caliph Omar, arrived to besiege the city. Naturally, Omar tried to cajole Jerusalem’s Byzantine Christian inhabitants into agreeing that Mohammad was God’s apostle. In exchange for that declaration, he told them, they might rest assured that neither they nor their property would be harmed. But Patriarch Sophronius, who was leading the defence of the city, stood firm because, camped outside the city’s western gate, the caliph’s armies were obstructing his Christmas procession to Bethlehem. At last, in February 638, reassured to learn that Muslims also held Jerusalem in holy veneration, he bowed to the inevitable. A quarter of a century earlier the armies of the King of Persia had taken Jerusalem, ransacked the Anastasis and forced him into an eight-year exile. Sophronius was optimistic that Muslim Arab rule would prove just as temporary a punishment. He could be forgiven for underestimating the puritan energy and inexorable force of Islam in those early years. Seated on a camel, wearing the simplest of camel-hair robes and with his saddlebags of food, a leather water bottle and a wooden platter, Caliph Omar looked more like a common Bedouin than an all-conquering warrior chief. But Caliph Omar’s conquest of Jerusalem marked the start of thirteen centuries of Muslim rule over the Holy Land, a period only briefly interrupted in the twelfth century and again in the thirteenth when western Christians, Crusaders, ruled Jerusalem.




    The 638 transfer of power was accomplished without further bloodshed and Caliph Omar’s first polite request to Sophronius was that he lead him on a tour of the city’s holy places. At one of the hours of Muslim prayer, when they happened to be in the Anastasis, Caliph Omar begged his guide to be excused a moment. ‘O Commander of the Faithful,’ said Sophronius, at his most courteous, ‘pray here.’ But Omar refused, and nor would he pray in Constantine’s basilica church. Instead, he insisted on performing his pious duty on the steps leading to the church and when he was finished, he asked Sophronius, ‘Do you know, O Patriarch, why I would not pray within the church? Had I done so you would have lost your right to it, for the Muslims would have taken it from you after my death, saying, “Omar prayed here.”’19




    Faithfully obeying Mohammad’s injunction to respect the followers of earlier revelations, Caliph Omar instantly issued an order forbidding Muslims to build a mosque, or even pray, on the steps where he had prayed. It seems likely that were it not for Caliph Omar’s scrupulous obedience to Mohammad’s commands there would be no Church of the Holy Sepulchre here today. The mosque at the end of St Helena Road would stand not just uncomfortably close to Christ’s tomb but fair and square on top of the site uncovered by Bishop Makarios. And the Anastasis would have been as thoroughly obliterated as the pagan Roman temple to Aphrodite that it replaced.




    Next, Caliph Omar asked Sophronius to show him the Jewish Temple and, at last, after the proud prelate had tried and failed to distract the Arab’s attention from the holiest place of the city’s founders by taking him to church after Christian church instead, they reached a gate. Behind it was a flight of steps running with dirty water where the patriarch made one last attempt to prevent Omar paying his respects to the city’s Jewish past by informing him that they were unable to proceed any further without crawling on their hands and knees through streams of sewage and mounds of garbage. Careless of his own camel-hair robe and Sophronius’ costly finery, Omar commanded the old prelate to continue, to the top of the old Temple Mount. There, among the forlorn ruins of the Temple King Herod had built about twenty years before Christ was born, they were assailed by the foul stench rising from acres of Christian ordure but, instantly recognizing the place as that to which the Prophet had been transported on his ‘night journey’, the caliph joyfully exclaimed, ‘Allahu akhbar! By him in whose hands is my life! This is that which the Apostle of God – on whom be the peace and the blessing of God – described to me!’20 He set about clearing the place. Throwing handfuls of the revolting detritus into a sling improvised from the folds of his robe, he hurled it over the nearby stretch of city wall.




    Palestine’s new Muslim rulers would nickname the Anastasis the ‘Dunghill’17* in revenge for the Christians’ arrogant desecration of the Jews’ holy place but their treatment of Christians was generally exemplary. A written promise was given of ‘security, to each person and their property; to their churches, their crosses, to the sick and the healthy, to all the people of their creed’.18* 21 No church would be damaged, no one forced to convert to Islam, no one harmed. Fifty years after the conquest, in 688, work began on the Dome of the Rock, a mosque so gigantic and gorgeously decorated that the Christians in their Anastasis could not doubt that their revelation had been superseded and that Islam was in Jerusalem to stay. An inscription over the arches of its inner arcade reminded all Muslims that Jesus Christ was neither God nor a member of any holy trinity, and that God was ‘utterly remote’ from having a son.




    Jews were permitted to take up residence in the city again after 300 years of exile and, by the eighth century, Arab rule was so little resented by the Holy Land Christians that they had jettisoned Greek and Aramaic, and were speaking Arabic, as Rahme and Nasra do today.




    ~




    For all the crowd at the Holy Fire ceremony, Rahme and Nasra cannot remember an Easter when the Christian Quarter was so empty of pilgrims and the souvenir trade so slow; not 1948 when Israel was born in the flames of war and not 1967, the year when the six-day battle for the city raged.




    The Church of the Holy Sepulchre’s parvis is another unnatural vacancy today. Two Israeli policemen loll on the shady steps leading to the Franciscans’ chapel, watching a lone pilgrim kiss a cracked stone pillar to the left of the great door. Approaching, I glimpse the gleaming white beard of an old Orthodox monk snoozing on a bench just inside the entrance and, once my eyes have accustomed themselves to the interior gloom, can just make out a high partition wall covered with glittering mosaic. But I almost trip over a woman prostrated before the low, flat Stone of Unction. She yelps in angry Greek and a passing priest – instantly identifiable as Armenian by his black trapezoidal style of headdress – frowns and looks away.




    The Greek woman is soon joined at her devotions by a Russian nun wearing a high velvet hat pulled down low on her brow like a helmet, and carrying a plastic bag full of linen cloths and towels. Frowning in prayerful concentration, she scatters them the length of the stone, before rubbing vigorously at the slab with each in turn, folding them neatly and packing them away. At her side a kneeling middle-aged man wearing a tweed jacket is performing an odd toilet. After dousing the stone in rose water, he applies some of the same to his hair and then, opening his shirt, to his bared chest.




    A very small man wearing a fur-trimmed suede hat has appeared at my elbow.




    ‘They are blessing themselves,’ he tells me, and pauses a moment before introducing himself as Artin. ‘If you are a fanatic of any religion you are an enemy of yourself,’ he says.




    ‘Are there many fanatics in here, Artin?’




    He rolls his deep-set eyes heavenward to let me know I am more stupid than I look. ‘Come with me,’ he says, leading me past a couple of electricians in dirty vests kneeling by a large hole in the flagstones, surrounded by a tangle of wires and tools. We are headed towards the edicule and all that remains of the rock tomb uncovered by Bishop Makarios seventeen centuries ago.




    In front of the shrine is a crowd of Ethiopian pilgrims swathed in pristine white gauze prayer shawls. Marshalled into an orderly queue by the commanding gestures of a young Greek monk with a mobile phone in one hand, they are quietly and reverently entering the holy of holies, one or two at a time. No sooner have they dispersed than suddenly, as imperiously as the voice of God, a thunderous organ chord sounds from the gallery above outgunning the Egyptian Copts’ relentless low-calibre battery of Kyrie eleisons from their chapel at the rear of the edicule The discord swiftly spreads to the front of the edicule where a detachment of friars has lined up to sing a plainchant. The two sets of voices do hideous battle.




    Ugly discord, disagreements over when one service begins and another ends, the use of voices and musical instruments, and also church furniture, crosses and candlesticks as weapons, are all manifestations of the intense rivalry that mars relations between the Christians who share the stewardship of the church. But these incessant hostilities are only a pale imitation of the violence that defiled the early centuries of eastern Christianity, when disputes about the semantics of the words ‘nature’ and ‘person’ could flare into massacres, when losses in translation between Greek and Armenian, and discrepancies between classical Greek and Judaic ignited rebellious and launched wars. The denouncement of heresies and pronouncement of schisms were Orthodox Christianity’s weapons of defence against all who would deny the impossibly brain-teasing truth about the God who was also a man. In addition to the Arian heresy that Bishop Eusebius had espoused, there was the Nestorian position that Jesus was not God and man but rather two entirely separate natures from the moment of his birth, one of them divine, the other human. On the other hand, the Oriental Orthodox, pejoratively known as Monophysites, believed that Christ had only one nature, at once utterly human and utterly divine. Oriental Orthodoxy has weathered the centuries a good deal better than Arianism or Nestorianism. The Oriental Orthodox churches of the Armenians, the Copts, the Ethiopians and the Syrian Jacobites have each retained a stake in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.




    Western Christians, Latins, owing spiritual obedience to a pope in Rome rather than to an Orthodox patriarch in Constantinople, did not arrive in the Holy Land until the early ninth century, at the behest of Emperor Charlemagne. Once precious gifts had travelled between Sultan Harun al-Rashid’s famously sumptuous court at Baghdad and Charlemagne’s magnificent new capital at Aachen, a few black-robed Catholic Benedictine monks were able to establish themselves on the Mount of Olives where they tended a garden of vines and vegetables, ran a hostel for western Christian pilgrims and built up a rich library.




    Relations between the western and eastern halves of Christendom had been strained by an alteration which Charlemagne had made to the text of the creed agreed upon at Constantine’s Council of Nicaea19* so there could be no question of those Benedictines inserting themselves inside the Anastasis. Isolated and fearful, they penned a protest to Pope Leo III in Rome: ‘We, who are Frankish pilgrims in this holy city of Jerusalem, so far from the seat of Rome, are a part of the flock confided to your care. John, a [Byzantine Orthodox] monk of St Saba, has dared to accuse us of heresy – we Franks of the Mount of Olives – and to suspect our orthodoxy. Nevertheless, our faith is that of the seat of Rome. That which we sing, we have heard it in the chapel of the Emperor Charles [Charlemagne].’22
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