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General view of St. Catherine’s Monastery in Mount Sinai.
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Tower—Bell of St Catherine’'s Church neighbouring the
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The wonderful Sarcophagus of St. Gatherine fobricated from gold, stud- Koranic Reading—Ghair of wood, preserved in Sinai Mosque

ded with the most valuable Jewels and precious stones. of Fatimid Period.
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Unique historical view showing Constantine King of Greece,
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it was sanctioned by the Sultans from the oldest times till the
present days. It is unforgetful that the monks established a
mosque inside the walls of the monastery near the cathedral,
in this way, they gave an ideal example of religious tolerance,
thus, there will be no room for persecutions or fanaticism. At
the same time, the monks support the poor bedouins and well-
treat all visitors of every race or religion. The existence of the
monastery itself is a big source of living for the bedouins,
because of renting their camels to the pilgrims and travellers
and leading them through all the sacred spots around the
monastery. Such motives were worthy to keep the monastery
standing firmly in its place during these long ages.

In conclusion, the convent of St. Catherine where the
heavenly religions assembled, with its unmatched surroundings
of natural picturesque scenes and spiritual living memories, and
with its most wonderful and priceless treasures of Christian
archaeology, is considered as a striking symbol of religious
tolerance, and a vital centre of pilgrimage visited by tourists
of different nations and faith. It could be the most prominent
site in the whole world, from the touristic point of view and
attract tremendous multitudes of various pilgrims from all
territories of the world, if convenient methods of communica-
tions and easy sojourn for public tourists are to be facilitated.

Kig)seuow aupayie)-IS 1k jeAllIe 1|9y} uo sseyy buja)bsyuey;

ay} bugpuaye snpeyep doysjqyoly pue asnaalxr) jo Gupy Bupojdap maja ajqeyseway

20 goyrd ke 11pst T MRy

P IR0 figrme op (R0 R

¢

forphoy |17 ©F rrr 770 o




— 10 —

ration and affection the Monastery of Mount Sinai. The Pope
Gregory I the Great in the sixth century was one of its sup-
porters in Rome. Moreover the schism of Constantinople from
Rome in the 15th. century apparently did not suppress the
friendly relations between the monks and western Europe :
Their envoys went regularly every year to collect donations and
the customary annuities to the monastery from the Catholic
states, regardless of this schism. Numerous monarchs and prin-
ces continued to communicate with the monks and sent their
valuable donations to the monastery as Charles VI of France,
and Louis XI and Louis XIV, the famous Kings of France,
Quesn Isabel of Spain, the Emperor Maximilian of Germany
and other several princes. Above all, the Tzars of Russia were
the most loyal and unwavering supporters of the monastery.
The monks appreciate their valuable gifts which are preserved
in the interior of the cathedral.

As to the pilgrims and travellers of the various creeds and
races, who used to visit the monastery and its surroundings
were innumerable and many of them were of high ranks and
of great personalities. Burckhardt, a famous Swiss traveller who
visited the monastiry at the beginning of the 19th. century
stated the number of pilgrims who came to visit the region and
mentioned it was not few and most of them were Armenians,
Egyptians of the Copts and Moslems. 1t is said that the largest
numbers who used to visit the convent were the Russians of
men and ladies. They used to stay several days and offer their
votives and presents of jewels and money to the monastery and

—_11 —

its monks. It is most cheerful that the precious donations and
gifts are still generously conferred on the monastery and the
monks until to-day as it has recently happened after the late
traditional ceremony in St. Catherine’s monastery that King
Constantine gave the grand necklace of Greece which is studded
with diamonds to the bishop of the monastery, the Bishop
Macarius, the President of Cyprcs offered a splendid memorial
present, a tray of pure silver and the representatives of the
churches of Archbishops and Bishops of different nations also
presented their valuable donations of pure gold some of which
are decked with diamonds and precious stones, besides special
gifts offered to the bishop of the monastery.

It is most astonishing and perplexing to remain this
monastery with its contents of the most marvellous and rarest
valuable treasures of the world untouched, during these cen-
turies in the middle of this far inhospitable wilderness, and
surrounded by rough bedouin tribes, different in race, religion.
.customs and character from the monks of the monastery. There
impostant role in domesticating those savage tribes woh changed
must have been some reasons and elements which played an
their behaviour and accepted the honourable tranquil life beside
the meck monks and became honest sentinels to secure their
lives and property. The monastery with its huge walls looks
like a frightful castle before the bedouin tribes scattering round
it, and it lies on the mountain, sanctified by the Jews, Moslems
and Christians as well, that the Prophet gave its dwellers the
famous charter, mentioned before, in favour of the monks and
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The foundation of this mosque beside the Cathedral of the
‘monastery of St. Catherine marks undoubtedly a prominent and
ideal example which shows clearly the complete mutual tolerancs
and sublime feature in which the veritable bortherhood and
pure grace of faith are represented among the sects. The mosque
is cited in several medieval accounts of western pulgrims.
James of Verona in 1335 and Leonardo Frescobaldi in 1384
recorded its existence with an air of amazement and great
wonder at the perfect mutual tolerance between the priests of
Christianity and the priests of Islam. After all, we have to
admit the fact that they could not have been used to such
broad outlook on matters of faith in their own homeland. This
event leaves no room for doubt that Egypt was more toleraat
than Europe in those days. A local Jebeliya family is entrusted
with the keys of the mosque as a hereditary privilege, and its
members look after this mosque as a moslem place of worship,
and they gain their rations daily and weekly from the monks
of the monastery.

The monastery library is still more wonderful than most
of the treasures aforementioned. owing to, the tremendous
numbers of the scientific and monumental manuscripts of
varisus languages and of different sizes and epochs which it
preserves. Not only do they deal with religion or Liturgy but
also they include all the different branches of knowledge and
"rcsearch. In addition to these monumental works, the library
archives contain a unique and rare set of official documents i
the form of rolls of varying lengfh, sometimes reaching several
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metres. These are the charters or liberties or «firmansy issued
by the Caliphs and Sultans of Islam in favour of the monks of
St. Catherine amounting to more than 2000 pieces. The oldest
document which is now kept in the library of the monastery is
dated 1130 AD,, and is contemporary with the establishment
of the mosque under Fatimid rule. The very existence of these
charters and documents is also an outstanding demonstration of
the spirit of tolerance which marked the relations between the
Caliphs and Sultans and their Christian subjects.

The monks of Mount Sinai made acquistions of mana-
scripts from various parts of the Empire, and these included
works written in the 4th. century. The most remarkable example,
now of international fame, is the Codex Sinaiticus, which was
taken first to old St. Petersberg in 1896 by the Russian scholar
Tischendorf and presented it the Tsar of Russia Alexander I,
who bought it for a big sum of money, and then recently pur-
chased during the time of the Soviet Revolutlon by the British
Museum in London for the enormous sum of 100.000 pounds
sterling in gold. The Codex Syriacus, however, still remains in
the monastery library. This is the fifth century Syriac transla-
tion of the Bible based ou a second century Greek text and is
thus believed to be the oldest recension of the Holy Scripture.

The records of the monastery indicate the considerable
numbers of its benefactors who included Emperors, Kings,
Popes and Princes from the early middle ages. In reality, all
the patriarchs and bishops of ‘Christendom regarded with yene-
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and the founders of the church. All these images were depicted
with unmatched perfect and skilful workmanship with mosaics.
The sanctuary also includes two silversarcophaguses on each
covering of which exists an image of St. Catherine wrought
with pure gold studded with precious stones and they were
from the gifts of the Czars of Russia Peter the Great in 1680,
and Alexander the Second in 1860. These two gifts were used
in preserving some of the valuable presents which have been
sent from kings and queens to the monastery during the dif-

ferent periods. The most valuable gift of these treasures is the:

sarcophagus preserved under the canopy on the right of the
altar. Tt contains two decorated silver caskets, one of them .n--
cludes the skull of St. Catherine encircled by a golden crown
studded with gems and precious stones and the other keeps her
left hand ornameated with golden rings decked with valuable
stones as well. These relics are put on view on the Saint’s day
(November 5th.) which is a memorable occasion for annual
celebrations among the monks and the pilgrims. Among the
wooden monuments which attract the attention with its best
carvings are the gates of the Cathedral. The door of the nar-
thex, which is not very ancient, being only of eleventh century
Fatimid workmanship, offers considerable interest with its en-
graved panels. But the gate of the nave is mostly wonderful
with its remarkable animal, bird and floral engravings on the
panels. It goes back to the fifth century.

The Chapel of the Burning Bush with its only inlet from
the Cathedral interior is a continuation of this treasure - trouve
with its mighty and tremendous accumulation of ancient and
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modern vestments embroidered in gold and silver threads, ot
wonderful mitres, chalices and trays of the finest workman+
ship, gold and silver crosses of varying sizes and shapes, gospels
with heavy gold and silver covers, and what is probably re-
garded as more valuable than all these, the relics of other
Saints besides St. Catherine’s, such as the skull of St. John
Chrysostom, the arm of St. Basil and the lower jaw of St.
Gregory of Nyssa.

Next to the Cathedral stands the mosque, which is one of
the most significant features of the monastery. Its building 1s
simple, rectangular in shape, and it measures ten metres long
and seven metres wide. It contains two strong pillars upon
which the arches of the roof rest. The mosque is a Fatimid
foundation built in fulfilment of a wish of the vizir Abul-
Mansur Anushtakin in 1106 A.D., during the Caliphate of thz
famous Al-Amir Bi-Ahkmellah, as is recorded in texte of the
Kufic inscription on the pulpit. The minaret, situated to the
east facing the church belfry, is a detached tower nearly ten
metres high. The chief objects of important archaelogical
interest in the mosque comprise a small low lectern and a pulpit
of carved wood. They date exactly from the year 1106 A.D.
The pulpit is almost unique. There are only two others like it
in the Islamic world: one at the town of Qus in Upper Egypt
and another at Hebron in Palestine, both preserved from the
same Fatimid period. The style of the carvings and panels is a
typical of that age. Both the pulpit and the lectern bear Kufic
inscriptions. The engraved decorations are in the traditional
form of geometrical foliage.
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century to send a delegation to Emperor Justinian in Constanti-
nople and explain to him their miserable life and ask him to
bnild a monastery to house their scattered brotherhood. Justinian
who was one of the greatest builders of Christian antiquity,
acceded to their request and the monastery came into existence
on its present site around the chapel of the Burning Bush before
the middle of the century, some say it was completed in 545
AD. Again, during the Emperor’s lifetime, he founded the
grand basilica to the memory of his late wife Empress Theodora.
He sent them a garrison to dwell near the monastry of 200
men with their families, half of them were Romans and the
other half were Egyptians, and ordered a salary of grain for
their ammunition to be dispatched from Egypt. After the Arab
Conquest and the downfall of the Empire, they were dispersed.
They lived in the wilderness and embraced Islam from a long
time. It is said that some of them are still dwelling around the-
monastery serving the monks in return of receiving their wage.
The monks well treat them gently and assist them till now.

At its establishment, the monastery of Mount Sinai did not
bear the name of St. Catherine, and its cathedral was called the
Cathedral of the Transfiguration. It was not until the 9th. cen-
tury that the legend of St. Catherine and its associations with
the monastery were widely spread. Later, the remains of that
beloved Saint were transferred to the monastery and were
enshrined within the Basilica which was consecrated to her.
Since then, the monastery has been known as the Monastery ot
St. Catherine.
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After the Arab Conquest of Egypt in 640 A.D,, it is related
that the Prophet Mohammad grantd the monks of Mount Sinai
a covenant which they appreciate extremely, whreby their lives
and property became secure under the Moslem rule. The exist-
ing tradition is that the original charter was taken from the
monastery by Sultan Selim I after the Ottoman Conquest of
Egypt in 15 7. The Sultan, however, gave the monks a copy of
it and sanctioned its terms. On the other hand, it is clear
from the monumental collection of ancient and modern rolls
preserved in the library of the monastery, that the Covenant
of the Prophet. whether authentic or forged, was in somet way
or other renewed, and the privileges of protection and safe-
conduct for the monks of St. Catherine were upheld. It is
most interesting to note that the traditions of the bedouins
and the monks of Sinai relate that the Prophet travelled to
Sinai upon a camel. and the animal left its footprint on the top
of the mountain.

In addition to the sublime spiritual memory of which the
monastery of St. Catherine is distingaished, it keeps rare cver-
1asting relics and invaluable treasures accumulated from ancient
days up till the present time. The cathedral itself is a beautiful
example of Byzantine ecclesiastical architecture. It is a verit-
able museum of fine arts of Christian antiquity. Its contents of
the richest and the most remarkable ancient images which the
history has ever known, stagger the tourists. The sanctuary of
the cathedral is decorated with marvellous and attractive scenes
showing the image of Christ flanked by the Apostles, Prophets
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journey which lasted 40 days and 40 nights and slept in 2
cave and God spoke to him in a tender voice after a tremen-
dous earthquake. «I Kings 19». It is said that on a hill near
the mountain of Moses, -the Israelites worshipped the golden
calf made by Aaron during the absence of Moses on the top
of the mountain. «Fxodus 32». The bedouins of Sinai used to
visit the mountain of Moses and the mausoleum of Aaron once
annually in summer, and pitch their tents in the plain of rest
near the tomb and present offerings At the foot of the moun-
tain of Moses in the heart of the Sinai Peninsula, the monas-
tery of St. Catherine has stood lofty in the sands like a tremen-
dous and formidable forteress for several centuries with com-
plete reverence and dignity undiminished and untarnished.
Near this place God spoke to Moses and the Koran, the
Gospel and the Bible as equals have all sanctified it. In the
same area, the divine inspiration fell, and the three great mono-
theistic religions of Moses. Christ and Mohammad meet in
complete remarkable harmony. These essential elements have
undoubtedly stamped the monastery with an extreme fame
and venerable distinction through all Egypt. It has bcome a
marvellous renowned centre of pilgrimage, sought by enormous
groups of tourists from the east and the west from all countries
of different creeds and nationalities to see its sacred immortal
relics.

.. Egypt was one of the first countries in the world to embrace
the cause of Christianity and to suffer the most brutal Roman
persecutions for the new faith. It was during that period of
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primitive Christianity in this country that men’s minds turned
to ascetic and monastic ideas. At the close of the second cen-
tilry. and during the third in particular, people began to flee
from the face of the merciless persecutors to the deserts which
bordered the green valley of the Nile and went even further
into the wilderness of Mount Sinai. Thus, before the monas-
tery of mount Sinai came into existence Sinai teemed with
hermits from Egypt and other territories of the Roman Empire.
Many of them preferred to stay on the holy mountain of
Moses; and St. Helena, mother of Emperor Constantine the
Great is said to have visited this region in 337 AD. and
ordered the construction of the chapel of the Burning Bush on
the spot where God addressed Moses. It is said that St. Helena
erected two towers in the same place where the monastery was
built afterwards, in order to protect the hermits from the
fierce attacks of the Bedouins which never ceased. But St.
Helena’s visit to the holy mountain and the Burning Bush was
not unique even in those early days before the foundation of
the monastery. St. Silvia travelled to Sinai in 460 and left an
attractive descripticn of her ascent of the mountain where she

found a small church surrounded by a number of cells of

Christian recluses.

On the other hand, life was not alway easy and eventless
in those parts. From time to time, heathen bedouin tribes
harassed these monastic settlements even after Christianity
became the official religion of the Empire. Thus, the monks of
Mount Sinai decided some time in the first half of the sixta



ST. CATHERINE’S MONASTERY IN SINAI
IS A SYMBOL OF THE
RELIGIOUS TOLERANCE

After passing fourteen centuries on the establishment of
the monastery of St. Catherine in Sinai(*), the memorial tradi-
tional rligious ceremonies have lately been celebrated there in
the presence of His Majesty Constantine, King of Greece, the
late Bishop Macarius, President of Cyprus and a large number
of archbishops and bishops and priests of different churches of
the world.

Sinai(*) was known as Horeb in the Bible. In the traditions
of the monks of Sinai, mount Horeb or mount Sinai or the
mount of God marks th place where Moses kept the flock of
Jethro. his father in law, the priest of Midian and God ap-
peared to him in a burning bush, and commanded him to
return to Egypt to save the children of Israel from slavery.
«Exodus 1 — 10w, It is the same mountain upon which Moses
-came after .his return from Egypt with the children of Israel
The Lord appeared to Moses and gave him the command-
ments. «Bxodus 19 — 20». It is also the mountain where the

prophet Elisha came from «Beer-Sheba» after a troublesome

{1) Sinai is designed in hieroglyphic as follows: Cu:
and pronounced «Mafkat», meaning «The o'
Land of Turquoise», from which its name has been derived.





