


W h o h o l d s t h e d e e d t o t h e 

Promised Land? 

I 

Metropolitan Bishop Timothy of Vostra stands before the Church of the Holy Sepulcher 
(left). A sixth century Christian map with Greek inscriptions depicts Jerusalem (below). 
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On Sunday mornings, the shops are shut

t e r ed i n the C h r i s t i a n qua r t e r of 

Jerusalem's Old City. Except for pealing 

church bells, the serpentine alleys and courtyards 

are quiet as Christians hurry along the cobblestone 

streets into more than a dozen houses of worship. 

T h e oldest of these, the Church of the H o l y 

Sepulcher, marks the place where Jesus ' body was 

thought to have been la id after be ing r emoved 

from the cross. Its me lange of architectural e l e 

ments—Byzantine, Crusader and Greek—paral lel 

the divers i ty of worsh ip ins ide . Accord ing to a 

1752 O t t o m a n T u r k i s h edic t , seven C h r i s t i a n 

groups own specific parts of the H o l y Sepulcher 

Church, among them Roman Catholics, Armeni

ans and Egypt ian Copts . 

T h e l a r g e s t sanctuary , a cave rnous r o o m 

k n o w n as the C a t h o l i c o n or H a l l o f G r e e k s , 

belongs to the Greek Orthodox Church. Several 

priests, wea r ing whi te shawls embroidered wi th 

blue crosses, chant the liturgy. One swings a fili-

greed censer hanging from a long chain, leaving 

p l u m e s of r i c h l y scen ted s m o k e in h i s w a k e . 

Throughou t the service, the black-robed bishop, 

s i t t ing i n an e labora te ly carved wooden throne, 

a i m s his j ewe l -enc rus t ed cross at the wor sh ip 

p e r s — a m o n g t h e m n u n s , tour i s t s and severa l 

locals r ead ing from Arabic p raye r books. T h e i r 

suppl icat ions v i e wi th a chorus of voices r i s ing 

from the Egyptian Copts w h o are praying h r the i r 

own dim corner of the church. 

T h e Greek Orthodox appear undisturbed by 

the compet ing Copts. T h e y consider themselves 

the highest-ranking Christian denomination in the 

H o l y Land, tracing their roots back to the Roman 
Empero r Cons tan t ine w h o first bui l t the H o l y 

Sepulcher Church in 325 C.E. T h e i r sanctuary 

encompasses the spot, ma rked by a l a rge stone 

urn, that the Greek Orthodox believe to be the 

center of the world. 

" W h o built the church? W h o first took care of 

i t ? " asks T i m o t h y Margari tas, a Greek Orthodox 

leader known as Metropol i tan Bishop T i m o t h y of 

Vostra. At 53 years old, he has lived in Israel for 

30 years . H i s face is handsome beneath g ray ing 

wavy hair, and his serious brown eyes are crowned 

by bushy eyebrows. "There are Greek inscriptions 

everywhere. T h a t says something, doesn't i t ? " 

T h e G r e e k Or thodox C h u r c h is n o t jus t a 

ma jor p l a y e r i n the C h r i s t i a n w o r l d . It has 

resources and power in modern-day Israel that far 

outweigh the fact that i t has only about 200,000 

followers there—power that few Israelis, or J e w s 
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Jerusalem's Church of the Holy Sepulcher combines elements of Byzantine, Crusader and Greek 
architecture. According to an Ottoman decree, seven Christian sects, including the Greek Orthodox, 
share ownership of the Church. 
around the world, can imagine. Influence 

in the H o l y L a n d , as the C h u r c h has 

always known, boils down to ownership 

of property. "Property plays a major role 

in a c o m m u n i t y , " says M e t r o p o l i t a n 

Timothy, "if it is attached to a rel igious 

p lace ." U s i n g this cri terion, the Greek 

Or thodox C h u r c h m a y i n d e e d be the 
second mos t powerful en t i ty in Israel , 

after the Israeli government. 
T h e G r e e k O r t h o d o x C h u r c h i s n o t j u s t a m a j o r p l a y e r i n 

t h e C h r i s t i a n w o r l d . U n b e k n o w n s t t o m a n y , i t h a s p o w e r 

i n m o d e r n - d a y I s r a e l t h a t f a r o u t w e i g h s t h e f a c t t h a t i t 

h a s o n l y a b o u t 2 0 0 , 0 0 0 f o l l o w e r s t h e r e , m o s t l y A r a b s . 
For unbeknownst to many, the Church 

owns l a r g e swaths of l and th roughou t 

Israel and , accord ing to the J e w i s h 

National Fund, at least 50 percent of the 
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l and in J e r u s a l e m . M i n i s t r i e s , hote ls , 

entire blocks of apartment buildings, all 

are on land leased from the Church. Even 

the Israel Museum, the King David Hotel 

and the Knesset, Israel's seat of govern

ment, are on Church-owned land. 

W h e n it comes to the Greek Ortho

dox C h u r c h and real estate, the Israeli 
g o v e r n m e n t t ends to k e e p i ts m o u t h 

shut, opting to remain silent about a very 

uncertain matter. Since 1948 the Church 

and the Israeli government have gener

al ly maintained good relations. But la te

ly, new tension has developed be tween 
the S t a t e of Is rae l and i t s l a r g e s t 

l a n d o w n e r — t h e C h u r c h tha t cont ro ls 

the tomb where Jesus is said to be buried 

and whose congregants are largely Arabs. 

" T h e fear in the government is that in 

50 y e a r s , I s rae l w i l l find i t se l f w i t h a 

Patriarchate of Arabs that wil l in theory 

own 50 percent of the land downtown," 

says Jerusa lem's Kobi Bier, a J e ru sa l em 

real estate appraiser and a local expert on 

the Church's land holdings. 

T h i s fear has b e e n a l l the m o r e 

pronounced since August 2001 when the 

C h u r c h appointed Pa t r ia rch I r ineos I, 

a leader considered to be pro-Palestinian. 

T h e new Patriarch was so controversial 

tha t Israel refused to r e c o g n i z e h i s 

status for more than two years . 

Ho w the G r e e k Or thodox 

C h u r c h b e c a m e one of the 

mos t inf luent ia l l and lords i n 

J e r u s a l e m is a s tory of m e d i e v a l luck, 

good urriing and a certain stubbornness. 

In the often s t r ange pol i t i cs of Israel , 

where rel igion and land are enmeshed in 

an existential struggle, the Greek Ortho

dox have two major advantages: longevi

ty and real estate. T h e y ' v e been hving in 

this corner of the Middle East for at least 

1,500 years . 

T h e Greek Orthodox Church belongs 

to a family of more than a dozen Ortho

dox churches including, among others, 

those of Russia, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Roma

nia and Nor th America. Of all of these, 

the Greek Orthodox is the most ancient 

Despi te i t s n a m e , the C h u r c h did not 

begin wi thin the boundaries of modern 

day Greece. Instead, i t traces its origins 

back to the earliest years of Christianity, 

before the Great Schism that created the 

Catholic Church in 1054—a time when 

the en t i re Eas te rn M e d i t e r r a n e a n w a s 

domina ted b y G r e e k c iv i l iza t ion . T h e 

word orthodox is itself Greek in origin, 

meaning "right believing." 

As Christ ianity spread throughout the 

M i d d l e East and N o r t h Africa, i t 

remained tightly intertwined wi th Greek 



The Greek Orthodox trace their presence in Jerusalem to the 
Emperor Constantino, who built the Church of the Holy Sepulcher 
in 325 C.E. Their sanctuary, the Catholicon, is the largest 
l a n g u a g e and cul ture . T h e five la rges t 

me t ropo l i t an a reas in the r e g i o n — 

J e r u s a l e m , R o m e , Ant ioch, Alexandr ia 

and Constantinople^—became the major 

centers of the Chr is t ian re l ig ion . After 

the Great Schism, Catholicism settled in 

Rome while the Orthodox Church main

tained its Patriarchates in the four other 

cities under the watchful eye of Mus l ims . 

In 1099, Catholic Crusaders expelled 

the Je rusa lem Patriarchates, who fled to 

Constantinople. By the t ime Mus l im rule 

w a s r e s to red i n 1187 and t h e G r e e k 

Orthodox returned to the H o l y Land, it 

had other Christ ian company. Je rusa lem 

was also home to the Catholic Church as 

well as to other eastern churches such as 

the Armenian, Syrian and Coptic. 

It wasn't until 1516, when the Turk

ish Ot tomans came to power in Pa les 

t i ne , tha t the P a t r i a r c h a t e felt 

comfortable rees tabl ishing itself as the 

r u l i n g church in the H o l y L a n d . T h e 

O t t o m a n s and the G r e e k Or thodox 

C h u r c h w e r e c u l t u r a l l y s imi l a r a n d 

shared a capi tol—Constant inople . T h e 

C h u r c h Pa t r i a r ch of J e r u s a l e m m a i n 

tained a strong presence in Constantino

p l e , r a i s i n g m o n e y from Or thodox 

believers there, as well as in the Balkans 

and Czarist Russia, in order to safeguard 

Greek Orthodox status in Palestine. 

T h e Ot tomans ru led for 4 0 0 yea r s , 

officially through the end of W o r l d W a r 

I. But the empire was already crumbling 

in the 1800s, and Pa les t ine fell in to a 

s ta te of w i d e s p r e a d n e g l e c t — l a r g e 

chunks of the land were owned by absen

tee landlords and leased to poor tenant 

farmers. As the empire slowly collapsed, 

the T u r k s b e g a n se l l i ng off l and in 

Je rusa lem. T h e est imated 1,000 J e w i s h 

fami l i e s w h o l ived in the c o u n t r y 

t h r o u g h o u t O t t o m a n r u l e w e r e no t 

w e a l t h y enough to buy m u c h land. So 

the Turks sold to the Bri t i sh , F rench , 

Germans, Russians and even Americans. 

T h e y espec ia l ly favored the Greeks , a 

communi ty they had more in common 

wi th than the other Europeans. In 1845, 
having purchased a significant portion of 

the H o l y L a n d , the G r e e k Or thodox 

Patriarch followed in the footsteps of the 

earlier Roman rulers, renovating ruined 

c h u r c h e s and o p e n i n g a b a n d o n e d 

monasteries in and around Jerusa lem. 

B y the ea r ly 1920s, the major i ty of 

what is now downtown Jerusalem includ

ing what is now the Ben Yehuda pedes

t r ian m a l l — a s we l l as the e l e g a n t 

residential neighborhoods of Talbieh and 

Rehavia (home to the P r ime Minis ter ' s 

official r e s i d e n c e ) — b e l o n g e d to the 

Greek Orthodox Church. If we ' re mak

i n g l i s t s , the C h u r c h possessed 23 

c h u r c h e s and m o n a s t e r i e s in the Old 

City, extensive compounds on the Moun t 

of Olives and M o u n t Zion, and monas
teries in what is now part 

of suburban Jerusalem, as 

w e l l as m o r e t han a 

dozen c h u r c h e s and 

monas te r ies th roughou t 

Israel. 

T he G r e e k Or 

thodox Church 

has a lways had 

i ts f inanc ia l ups and 

downs. W h e n it began to 

go bankrupt in the ear ly 

1 9 2 0 s — a s i tua t ion that 

has repeated itself several 

times in the Church's his

t o r y — t h e Br i t i sh , w h o 

w e r e then in p o w e r i n 

Palestine, forced it to sell 

off pieces of land to the 

Yishuv, Israel's pre-state-

hood g o v e r n m e n t i n 

Palestine. For the Yishuv, 

the t iming couldn't have 

been better . T h e y w e r e 

just then in the process of 
sniffing a round for ava i l ab le l and 

throughout Palestine, and most of their 

purchases had been arid regions used for 

fa rming cooperat ives , the moshav and 

the kibbutz. 

After Israel declared its statehood in 
1948 , t he G r e e k Or thodox C h u r c h 

began rent ing out what remained of its 

Je rusa lem real estate to the Jewish State. 

In 1952, the Patr iarchate created three 

100-year rental contracts for property in 

Talbieh, Rehavia and Naot (a neighbor

h o o d n e a r the Knesse t ) and a l o n g 

Hebron Road, which borders the ne igh

borhoods in sou thern J e r u s a l e m . T h e 

package included the land on which the 

Knesset and Israel M u s e u m , as wel l as 

the Great Synagogue and Hechal Shlo-

m o synagogue on King George Street, 

are located. T h e contracts were s igned 

w i t h the J e w i s h N a t i o n a l F u n d , an 

organization set up by the Yishuv to han

dle J ewi sh land purchases, and al lowed 

for a 99-year renewal. 
"At tha t po in t in the state 's shor t 

lifetime, 100 years was considered to be 

a l o n g t i m e , " te l ls A v r a h a m H i l l e l i , 

a retired lawyer who ran the land depart

m e n t i n J N F . "Bu t 50 y e a r s w e n t b y 

in an hour, a minute ." 
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Israel recognized Irineos I as the Greek Orthodox 
Church Patriarch after two years of controversy. 

-

« " 
S o m e of the C h u r c h contracts wi th 

the g o v e r n m e n t offered a r e n e w a l 

op t ion . O the r s didn ' t . Even w i t h the 

renewal option, the contracts st ipulate 

that when renewed, the rental price wi l l 

be based on the property's current value, 

an ar rangement that could wreak havoc 

in J e r u s a l e m ' s a l r e a dy overpr iced rea l 

estate market. 

T h e contracts have created a steady 

s t r e a m of r e v e n u e for the C h u r c h . 

" W h e n they needed money, they drew 

up new contracts ," says Kobi Bier, the 

local Church real estate expert. 

T h e management of Church land is 

cont ro l led by the H o l y Synod , the 18 

bishops who make up the Patriarchate's 

"board of directors," but it is the Patri

a rch w h o has a lways s igned off on a l l 

transactions, and it is has always been in 

his interest to fiercely guard every dunam 

in the Patriarchate's possession. 

T h e la te Pat r iarch Diodoros I was 

known to say that the reason the Patr i 

archate has lasted for more than 1,500 

years in Je rusa lem is because it rel igious

ly guards its real estate. " W e don't give 

up a millimeter, ' ' he said. 

T h e P a t r i a r c h a t e is famous for i t s 

t enac iousness . In the e a r l y 1990s , i t 

fought wi th the rel igious trust known as 

the M u s l i m W a q f over two small rooms 

within the Hanqa Mosque, which is adja

cent to a hall of the Church of the H o l y 

Sepu lche r . W h i l e r e n o v a t i n g the 

mosque , the W a q f commandee red the 

two neglected rooms, and when Diodor

os found out, he was prepared to go to 

bat t le over them. At the t ime , the la te 

P r i m e Min i s t e r Yitzhak Rabin had just 

s i gned the Os lo p e a c e accords w i t h 

Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat and was 

being criticized for giving up part of the 

Jewish homeland. In one television inter

view, Rabin defended himself declaring, 

"Zionism is not immovable property." 

W h e n Diodoros heard Rabin's com

men t , h e h a d adv ice for the J e w i s h 

leader . "If y o u see Yi tzhak Rab in , tel l 

h i m I said the on ly impor tan t th ing is 
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r e a l es ta te , jus t r e a l e s t a t e , " he sa id . 

" W h a t is Zionism anyway, if not Judaism 

plus real estate?" 

Jerusalem's tony Ta lb ieh ne ighbor 

hood is one of the city's most sought 

after places to l ive—even though it's 

on land owned by the Greek Orthodox 

Church . Talbieh has long been a presti

gious address for EngUsh-speaking Jews , 

a fact r e f l ec t ed in i t s s t r ee t n a m e s : 

WasMngton , Lincoln, Disraeli . 

In 1994, David Zwebner , w h o w a s 

b o r n in E n g l a n d and r a i sed in S o u t h 

Africa, bough t a th ree-s tory house on 

M a r c u s Street. H i s home has h igh cei l 

ings, smooth marble floors and a verdant 

f lower- f i l led b a c k g a r d e n . L i k e m a n y 

others in the neighborhood, it was buil t 

in an Arab style and previously inhabi t

ed by monks. 

Zwebner , an assets m a n a g e r whose 

job involves buying, sel l ing and t rading 

futures in a h i g h l y speculat ive marke t , 

be l ieves proper ty in Talb ieh is a good 

inves tment . W h i l e J e r u s a l e m and the 

res t of I s rae l h a v e b e e n h i t w i t h an 

ongoing recession for the last few years , 

real estate purchases are still considered 
a good investment because of the steady 

demand for H o l y L a n d properties. As in 

o the r d e s i r a b l e J e r u s a l e m n e i g h b o r 

hoods, Ta lb i eh rea l es ta te va lues have 

skyrocketed over the last decades, pr ic

ing s imple two-bedroom apartments at 

$200,000 and unat tached villas at sever

al milHon dollars. 

T h e re s idence on M a r c u s S t ree t is 

no t the o n l y T a l b i e h p r o p e r t y tha t 

Zwebner owns. In 1971, he and his wife 

paid $62,500 for a five-room, 160-square 

m e t e r a p a r t m e n t on n e a r b y Soko lov 

S t r e e t . T h e flat i s n o w v a l u e d at 

$500,000. 

"I wou ld have sold it if there was a 

p r o b l e m , " he s a y s . " B u t I r e m e m b e r 

clearly being told that there is nothing to 

w o r r y abou t because e v e r y t h i n g in 

Talbieh is on C h u r c h - o w n e d land and 

the government would never allow the 

land to revert back to Church ownership. 

There ' s safety in numbers ." 

St i l l , C h u r c h - o w n e d proper t ies a re 

priced and valued lower because of the 

u n c e r t a i n t y r e g a r d i n g t h e p roper ty ' s 

future. Although homeowners l ike David 

Z w e b n e r m a y o w n an a p a r t m e n t or 

house, they don't own the land. 

Rea l es ta te agen t s m a k e a po in t of 

explaining the land's complicated owner

ship to prospective buyers . "I tell people 

ahead of t i m e if p r o p e r t y i s C h u r c h -

owned, and I make sure they understand 

the m e a n i n g of a 1 9 - , 2 0 - or 5 0 - y e a r 

lease," said Alyssa Friedland, the propri

etor for R e M a x real estate in Jerusa lem. 

"But m o n e y is key. If people can ge t a 

good price, sometimes they 're wi l l ing to 

take the risk." 

T h e r e are two different kinds of leas

es. In one, homeowners lease the land 

d i r e c t l y from the G r e e k Or thodox 

C h u r c h . In the other, m o r e common , 

homeowners sub-lease the land through 

the Israel Lands Adminis t ra t ion ( ILA) , 

w h i c h has in tu rn l eased i t f rom the 

Church. T h e difference between the two 

is crucial. T h e general belief among most 

 real estate experts is that the Church will 



The Greek Orthodox Church of the Seven Apostles sits beside the Sea 
of Galilee in the ancient fishing village of Capernaum, where Jesus 
w a s said to have performed many miracles. 
r e n e w its leases w i th the government . 

T h e cost of l eas ing , based on m a r k e t 

value , is l ike ly to r ise dramatically, but 

the ILA protects the Israeli owner, and 

the g o v e r n m e n t w i l l a lmos t def in i te ly 

take responsibility for leases in which the 

Administration is involved. 

Land leased direcdy from the Church 

m a y be m o r e p r o b l e m a t i c , says A l a n 

Deco, a Jerusalem real estate broker w h o 

co-owns Capi ta l Proper ty Consultants . 

W i t h many of the leases due to expire in 

48 years , no one is quite sure what wil l 

happen come 2052. 

W h a t e v e r the C h u r c h dec ides , i t 

seems unlikely that any Israeli homeown

er wil l be thrown out on the street. Deco 

explains that the government could enact 

a l aw al lowing those on Church-owned 

land to buy the freeholds of their prop

erty for a symbolic or substantially dis

counted sum. Another possibility is that 

the ILA wil l negot iate extensions to all 

the leases. For now, though, nei ther the 

government nor the ILA has made any 

public statements regarding Church leas

es coming to term. ( T h e ILA refused to 

comment for this story.) 

At the same t ime, some buyers hesi

ta te to pu rchase these k inds of l eases 

because no one knows what the Church 

wil l do. " T h e problem is real ," says Bier, 

w h o s e father 's office w a s on C h u r c h -

owned p rope r ty w i th a 100-year lease 
that is up in 2 0 3 5 . " T h e r e a re people 

w h o won ' t b u y because no one can 

promise the land will be theirs." 
T h e d e l i c a t e l a n d s i t u a t i o n w a s 

c o n s i d e r e d p r o - P a l e s t i n i a n , w a s 

f a i r l y s t a b l e u n t i l I r i n e o s , 

a p p o i n t e d P a t r i a r c h . 
continued on page 70 
The delicate land situation seemed 

fa i r ly s tab le un t i l a coup le of 

y e a r s a g o . After the dea th of 

Diodoros in December 2000, Emmanuel 

Skopelitis, now known as Irineos I, was 

appointed Patriarch. 
F r o m the v e r y 

b e g i n n i n g , I r i n e o s ' 

appo in tmen t has been 

surrounded by int r igue 

and compl i ca t i on . As 

soon as Diodoros died, 

l e ade r s of the G r e e k 

Orthodox Church drew 

up a list of 15 new can

d ida te s for the P a t r i 

a rchy. T h e y du t i fu l ly 

followed a sixth century 

law, dat ing back to the 

E m p e r o r J u s t i n i a n , 

declaring that the H o l y 

L a n d has the r i g h t to 

approve or d i squa l i fy 

candidates for the office 

of P a t r i a r c h . To the 

G r e e k Or thodox , tha t 

meant submit t ing their 

candida tes to all th ree 

governments that now 

claim political status in 
Jerusa lem: Israel, Jo rdan and the Pa les 

tinian Authority. 

R e v i e w i n g the l ist , the J o r d a n i a n 

g o v e r n m e n t w a s at first r e l u c t a n t to 

accept M e t r o p o l i t a n T imo thy , despi te 

the fact that he had effectively governed 

the Church dur ing the yea r s Diodoros 

l a y b e d r i d d e n . A c c o r d i n g to Eas t 

J e r u s a l e m newspapers , J o r d a n bel ieved 

that T i m o t h y had s y m p a t h y for Israel 
and, in fact, intended to sell Church land 

to the J e w s . I s rae l i officials, i n turn , 

refused to approve Ir ineos. In the end, 

Israel 's S u p r e m e C o u r t ove r ru l ed the 

government ' s a t tempt to block I r ineos 

a long w i t h four o ther cand ida tes . B u t 

when Irineos was elected 140th Patriarch 

on August 13, 2 0 0 1 , Israel sent no rep 

resentatives to the ornate ceremony held 

at the C h u r c h of the H o l y Sepulcher . 
For m o r e than two yea r s , the Israel i 

government would not officially recog

nize Irineos' status—a fact that prevent

ed the P a t r i a r c h from c o n d u c t i n g 

nat ional business such as obta in ing a 

bank account or a travel visa. 

T h e reasons for Israel 's vehemen t 

objection have never been detailed to 

the public. Because Irineos previously 

served as the Jerusalem Church's repre

sentative in Greece, Israeli officials may 

have feared that he shared the Greek 

government 's v iews on Israel. Dur ing 

the 1980s , newspape r s pub l i shed by 

PASOK, Greece's rul ing socialist party, 

compared Israel to the Nazis and called 

for a boycott of all Jewish-owned shops. 

Although Greece and Israel later devel

oped a strong trade relationship, Greece 

remains an outspoken cri t ic of Israeli 

policy. 

Another concern involved rumored 

dealings with the Palestinian Liberation 

Organization. In April 2002, M e m b e r 

of Knesset U r i Ariel accused Irineos of 
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inc i t ing Pales t in ians in the W e s t Bank 

and Gaza Strip to violence. T h e s e objec

tions came to the forefront three months 

later when Father Atalla Hanna, speak

ing as a representative of Irineos' Patr i 

a rch , de l ivered a controvers ia l l ec ture 

before the Arab L e a g u e th ink tank in 

Abu-Dhabi. "The Church fully supports 

the resistance for the sake of l iberation 

from Israel," Hanna declared. H e noted 

that "some freedom fighters adopt mar

tyrdom or suicide bombings, whi le oth

ers opt for other measures" and assured 

his audience that the Church was "in the 

struggle, whether it is mar tyrdom or any 

other means." 

Ir ineos ' aide quickly condemned the 

s t a t emen t s , and H a n n a w a s r e m o v e d 

from office, but the Arab Orthodox com

m u n i t y d e m a n d e d that H a n n a r e m a i n 

the Church ' s official mouthp iece . In a 

wri t ten statement, they threatened that 

"unexpected measures" would be taken if 

Irineos did not rescind his decision wi th

in 24 hours. 

Around the same t ime, a more dra

mat ic piece of evidence surfaced, seem

i n g l y p rov ing I r i n e o s ' an t i - I s rae l 

s e n t i m e n t s b e y o n d a n y doubt . T h e 

newspaper Ma'ariv ran a letter apparent

l y sen t from the P a t r i a r c h to Yasser 

Arafat in J u l y 2 0 0 1 . T h e l e t t e r con 

demned both the Jewish people and the 

State of Israel in a larmingly strong lan

guage: "You are finally aware of the sen

timents of disgust and disrespect that all 

the H o l y Sepulchre fathers are feeling 

for the descendents of the crucifiers of 

our Lord Jesus Christ, actual crucifiers of 

y o u r peop le , S ion i s t [sic] J e w i s h con

querors of the Ho ly Land of Palest ine." 

To the rel ief of some and the disap

p o i n t m e n t of o the r s , the l e t t e r w a s 

declared a forgery in J u n e 2002 by the 

S h i n Bet , Israel 's domes t i c s ecu r i t y 

agency. But in M a y 2003, the Patriarch's 

s tory underwen t another b izarre twist: 

Ir ineos accused Met ropo l i t an T i m o t h y 

of p lo t t ing his assassinat ion. London 's 
2 O C T O B E R 2 0 0 4 
Guardian newspape r r epor ted I r ineos ' 

c la ims that a Pa les t in ian n a m e d Yuseff 

a l - M u f d i had a l l e g e d l y b e e n offered 

$500,000 to arrange the hit-squad killing 

I r ineos bypassed the H o l y L a n d a l t o 

gether and brought his case straight to a 

cour t i n A t h e n s — a c c o r d i n g to one 

unnamed source wi thin the Church, his 

claims would not have been taken seri

ously by the Israeli, Palest inian or J o r 

danian author i t ies . T h e case cu r ren t ly 

lies dormant, but M e t f opolitan T i m o t h y 

has told Greek newspapers he is pushing 

the case forward, not want ing to leave a 

vague accusation hanging over his head. 

On J a n u a r y 2 5 , 2 0 0 4 , the S t a t e of 

Israel finally recognized Irineos as Patr i 

a rch . T h e c h a n g e of h e a r t i n sp i r ed a 

good deal of speculation, all the more so 

because Pr ime Minister Ariel Sharon had 

expressed support for Irineos' Patr iarchy 

as ear ly as April 2002, against the wish

es of his cabinet. On J a n u a r y 2 1 , 2004, 

just a few days before Israel recognized 

Irineos, Sharon was charged with accept

ing bribes four years earl ier from David 

Appel , an Israel i deve loper bu i ld ing a 

resort on the Greek island of Patroklos. 

Israel i newspapers , a m o n g them Yediot 

Ahronot and Ha'aretz, i m p l i e d tha t 

Sharon m a y have stood behind Ir ineos 

b e c a u s e t h e C h u r c h k n e w too m u c h . 

T h e Church 's s ignif icant l andho ld ings 

are no t l im i t ed to Israel; i t is a ma jor 

landowner on Patroklos as well . 

Despi te the fact that I r ineos is 

cons ide red a friend to the 

Palestinians, there is and always 

has been sha rp t ens ion b e t w e e n the 

heads of the Patriarchate and the m e m 

bers of the loca l A r a b c o m m u n i t y . 

A l t h o u g h the m a j o r i t y of be l i eve r s i n 

Israel are Arabs, Patriarchate leaders are 

a l l p r ies t s o r i g i n a l l y from G r e e c e , as 

stipulated by the Church. ( T h e Church 

became more closely associated wi th the 

actual state of Greece during the Byzan

t ine per iod , w h e n Greece became the 
first c o u n t r y to g ive l i be r t i e s to 

Chr i s t i ans . ) A repea ted compla in t has 

been that the local Arabic-speaking cler

g y are unable to advance in the Church 

hierarchy and are thus barred from entry 

to the H o l y Synod. Irineos has repeated

ly denied that senior positions are closed 

to Palestinian priests. 

But wi th the diminishing number of 

Greek believers in Israel, and a growing 

cons t i tuency of Pa les t in ian Orthodox, 

the Patriarchate has to sympathize wi th 

the Palestinians, says one former Church 

brother who asked not to be identified. 

"Tha t means to be against the Israelis," 

he explains. "If Arafat and the Palest ini

ans ever take over, i t wi l l be a Palest in

ian Patriarchate, not Greek. You can be 

sure of that." 

As for I r ineos , he has r e p e a t e d l y 

declared that he is non-part isan. "I a m 

not pro-Palestinian, nor pro-Israeli, nor 

pro-anytjbing," he told The Jerusalem Post 

in 2 0 0 1 . "I a m only pro-God." 

W h e n push comes to shove, Ir ineos 

wi l l h a v e to m a k e a dea l w i t h I s rae l , 

according to another Church source who 

asked to remain anonymous. "He kow

tows to the P a l e s t i n i a n s and to the 

Israelis, depending on who he's with." 

In an interview conducted before Iri

neos was crowned Patriarch, Metropol i 

t an T i m o t h y s t ressed tha t i t w a s 

impor t an t for the P a t r i a r c h a t e no t to 

play favorites concerning the poli t ically 

vo l a t i l e r ea l es ta te s i tua t ion w i t h the 

Israeli government. As former secretary 

general of the Patriarchate, T i m o t h y was 

involved in all real es ta te t ransact ions 

af ter the S i x - D a y W a r . H e s ays n o w 

t h a t the P a t r i a r c h a t e g a v e too m u c h 

land to Israel for too l i t t le compensa 

tion, los ing out on Jerusalem's skyrock

e t ing real estate values in ensuing years . 

T h i s w a s d u r i n g t h e d a y s of T e d d y 

Kol l ek ' s l o n g - t e r m m a y o r s h i p ove r 

Je rusa lem, and relat ions were relat ively 

good between the government and the 

Patr iarchate. 
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A spate of drawn-out deals involving 
too many lawyers, developers and leases 
t u r n e d the r e l a t i onsh ip sour, m a k i n g 
T i m o t h y a raconteur of Jerusa lem deals 
g o n e bad . H e l ikes to l is t a l l the 
properties leased by the Church to the 
State for a fraction of their actual value. 
Stil l , he doesn't think the Patriarchate's 
disappointment over its real estate losses 
wil l result in a cancellation of the leases. 

G iven the i n f igh t ing a m o n g the 
c h u r c h e s , the b i c k e r i n g b e t w e e n the 
G r e e k s and P a l e s t i n i a n s in the loca l 
C h u r c h and a l o n g h i s to ry of bad 
budget ing in the Church, the leases—at 
leas t th i s t i m e a r o u n d — a r e l i k e l y 
to be renewed. 

Irineos has said the goal of the Greek 
Orthodox Patriarchate is to repossess as 
m u c h land as possible for the Church , 
but at the same time it wi l l act pragmat
ica l ly . H e has s t ressed tha t w h i l e the 
Church intends to renegotiate the leases 
on these properties, i t does not intend to 
use such negotiations to irritate the State. 

"The Church has an obligation to ful
fill Israel's demands," says Metropoli tan 
Timothy. 

In a country where the government 
tends to put out fires ra ther than p lan 
ahead, the Church real estate issue has 
o n l y b e g u n to s immer . As T i m o t h y 
points out, " T h e State could issue a law 
confiscating all Greek-owned land." 

However, he says it is far more likely 
that the Patriarchate and the Israeli gov
ernment—both equal ly tenacious—wil l 
hammer out a way to share the land, much 
in the same way as the Greek Orthodox 
manage to share space with other Christ
ian sects within the walls of the Old Ci ty 
in the Church of the Holy Sepulcher. 

L i k e o thers in the k n o w about the 
Greek Orthodox land holdings, T i m o t h y 
doubts that the Israeli government wi l l 
outright confiscate the Church's proper
ty. "It won't," T imothy predicts, "because 
the State of Israel believes in democracy, 
i t respec ts r e l i g i o n and i t accepts the 
Church in this ancient land." © 
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