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Chapter One

Theidand of Patmos



| want to take you with me today as | go back
to visit aplace that won my heart and the hearts of
all those who were with me when we first visited
it together. Come with me; let me take you along
way from here, and let us visit this blessed place,
theisland of Patmos.

Although Patmosis a Greek island, it is much
closer to Turkey than to Greece. The only access
is by boat and the trip from Athens takes nearly
thirteen hours. Patmos is atiny island, a mere dot
on the map, but its spiritual importance makes it
immense, and it is thisimmensity that we had set
out to explore. Our visit was a pilgrimage, you see,
apilgrimage to the place where St John had lived
and wrote his gospel and the book of Revelation.

As you approach the island, the first thing that
strikes you is the immaculate whiteness of the
houses, a whiteness that is all the more dazzling
set against the blueness of sky and sea. Some of the
island’'s little villages are built by the sea. Others,
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like Khora, are up in the hills, and it is there, in
Khora, that we find the monastery of St John the
evangelist and the cave of the Apocalypse*. In the
course of the centuries, many buildings have grown
up round the cave in which St John lived, and itis
these buildingsthat constitute the monastery. They
include the basilica of St John the Divine**, built
on the ruins of atemple dedicated to Artemis; a
chapel dedicated to St Christodoulos, the founder
of the 12th century monastery; and many other
churches and chapelsaswell asthe monks' cells, a
refectory, alibrary and so on. The whole complex,
which can be seen from every point on the island,
is surrounded by the fortifications built in the 17th
century, when it was necessary to defend the place
against the frequent incursions of pirates. It isan
impressive sight.

The only entrance to the monastery is at the
top of a short flight of steps cut out of the rock.
Corridors, inner courtyards and flower gardens
flanked by cells and chapels lead from the entrance
to another flight of about thirty steps, also cut out
of the rock. At the bottom of these steps are still
more chapels and, finally, we come to the chapel
of St Anne which gives directly on to the cave of

* The caveisnamed after the old name for the book of Revelation
** Divine meaning theologian, from the Greek name for St John:
John the Theologue.
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the Apocalypse. This little chapel was the first to
be built, and Christodoul os dedicated it to St Anne
in honour of the mother of Mary (Jesus' mother)
and of Anne, the mother of Alexius| Comnenos,
the Byzantine Emperor of the period*.

The cave of the Apocalypse itself is neither
very big (it can contain only afew peopleat atime)
nor very high (six or seven feet). Wewere shown a
hollow in the rock, which istraditionally believed
to have served as a pillow on which St John rested
hishead, and abovethishollow isacrosswhich the
Saint is said to have engraved in the rock. There
is also another hollow, on which heis said to have
leaned for support when he stood up, for he was
aready very old.

One part of therock isvery straight and smooth
with akind of ledge, and we weretold that thiswas
where his disciple Prokhoros wrote the gospel to St
John’s dictation. In the arched roof of the caveis
atriple opening, which is said to have been made
by the thunderbolt that fell when the voice of the
Revelation was heard; thistriple crack intherock is
considered to be asymbol of the Trinity. The cave
also contains several sacred objects and iconswith
lamps burning in front of them, and on the walls
arevariousinscriptionsin Greek: ‘In the beginning

* |t was the Emperor Alexius | Comnenos who gave Christodoul os
theisland of Patmos.
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was the Word'; ‘It was here, at Patmos, that these
things happened’ and * This place of dread’.

The priest who showed us round pointed out
innumerable treasures everywhere: magnificently
illuminated manuscripts, relics, iconsand al kinds
of sacred objects, and when herelated many details
of St John’slife— based on the testimony of some
of the saint’s disciples here, at Patmos — he was
in such an extraordinary state of inspiration and
rapture, he hardly knew what was happening to
him. He was quite radiant.

| visited the cave twice to meditate and bein
communion with the spirit of St John and was
much struck by the quite extraordinary quality of
the silence. After two thousand years and in spite
of the countless visitors that have been in and
out, nothing has been able to wipe out the fluidic
traces|eft by St John the evangelist on those rocks.
| could sense so many thingsin this cave, foritis
atruly sacred, truly pure, divine place. | hope that
you will all have the opportunity to visit it one day.

In the first chapter of Revelation, St John
himsdlf tellsuswhy hewasat Patmos. ‘ I, John, your
brother who sharewith you in Jesusthe persecution
and the kingdom and the patient endurance, wason
the island called Patmos because of the word of
God and the testimony of Jesus.’

During the persecution of Christians in the
reign of the Roman Emperor Domitian, St John
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was arrested in Ephesus and, accompanied by his
disciple Prokhoros, sent in chains to the island of
Patmos. Tradition hasit that whilethey were at sea
aviolent storm arose and the sailors were hard put
to it to keep the ship on course because of the huge
waves. Suddenly, to the horror of the passengers, a
young soldier fell overboard, and the boy’s father
was in such despair that he tried to throw himself
over the side, wanting to join his son in death; the
other passengers had great difficulty in holding him
back. In the midst of all thisemotion, only St John
remained unperturbed; in fact, he seemed almost
to be pleased about the accident. They asked him,
‘Doesn’'t the boy’s death mean anything to you?
Can’t you do something to help us? ‘Why don’t
you ask your own gods? St John replied. ‘ Perhaps
they would save him.” But they replied, ‘We have
been imploring them for hoursalready invain'. So
St John began to pray and, within afew minutes,
the boy appeared on the surface of the water and
was rescued, unharmed by his ordeal. Everybody
was astounded. They surrounded St John, thanking
him and asking him to forgive them for putting him
in chains. Then they released him from his bonds
and treated him with great respect.

When St John disembarked at Patmos he
was taken to live with the family of a man called
Myron, and while living in his house he drove
out the evil spirits that had taken possession of
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Myron’s children and did so much good to all
around him that his renown spread throughout
the island and more and more people came to
consult him. Gradually, he began to talk to them
about Jesus, to tell them who he was and what he,
himself, had witnessed as his disciple, and many of
those who heard him were converted. In this way,
Myron’s house became the first meeting place for
the Christians of Patmos.

Yes, but there was also a sanctuary on Patmos
dedicated to Apollo, and the growing influence
of St John enraged the priests of Apoallo, for their
temple was soon abandoned by the population. At
the head of these priests was a dangerous black
magician called Kynops, and the priests decided
that Kynops should get rid of St John by sending
avery powerful demon to attack him. But St John
wrestled with the demon and defeated it. Then
Kynops sent a second, more powerful demon,
accompanied by athird, whose task was to report
to him on the outcome of the struggle, and when
this second demon was defeated in the same way,
Kynops decided to confront St John himself.

Accordingly, he set out and found St John
preaching to a crowd of people. Interrupting him,
Kynops began to question a boy in the crowd:
‘Where is your father? he asked. ‘He's dead’,
replied the boy. ‘He was lost at sea.” Turning to
a man standing by, Kynops asked, ‘And you,
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there: where is your son? ‘He's dead’, replied
the man. ‘He committed suicide by throwing
himself overboard.” Others said the same thing;
they all had members of their family who had
drowned accidentally or on purpose. Turning to St
John, Kynops challenged him to bring all those
drowned men up from the bottom of the sea. To
this St John replied that his mission was not to
raise the dead but to preach the gospel of Jesus.
Kynops, delighted to have the chance to show
his superiority, then performed some magic rites
and brought out of the sea a semblance of each of
those who had drowned. The people, taken in by
these sorcerer’stricks, believed in Kynops's power
again and, spurred on by him, turned and attacked
St John, who fell to the ground, grievously injured.
Then they all went home, very satisfied with the
day’s work, convinced that St John was dead.
During the night, however, the disciple Prokhoros
came to where St John was lying and heard his
voice saying, ‘ Prokhoros, go and tell Myron that
| am still alive and that 1’1l be coming back to the
house. Everything’s going to be al right.” When
Myron heard the good news he was astonished and
delighted.

It was not long before the war with Kynops
began al over again, and it went on for along time.
Then, one day, acrowd of people dragged St John
to the beach, where Kynops was again performing
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his magic ritesin order to prove, once and for all,
that he was more powerful than St John. St John
prayed and, when Kynops dived into the sea, saying
that he was going to bring back the semblances of
the dead men, he disappeared. For three days many
people waited on the beach hoping to see him
coming out of the sea, but in vain: Kynops never
came up again. St John finally persuaded them, by
hiswords and his attitude, to accept the teaching of
Christ and to go home quietly. Today, people will
point out arock in the sea which has three parts
and will tell you that they are the petrified head,
trunk and limbs of the sorcerer Kynops.

Not many years after these events, the Emperor
Domitian was assassinated, and his successor, the
Emperor Nerva, proved to be moretolerant towards
the Christians. Under his rule the persecutions
came to an end and St John was allowed to leave
Patmos and return to Ephesus. Of course, by this
time, St John had enlightened, helped and healed
so many of the inhabitants of the island that they
had become deeply attached to him and did not
want him to leave. They begged and implored him
to stay, but he told them, ‘1 must go. There are
other brothers and sisters who are waiting to hear
the Good News', and although they continued to
implore him, he was adamant. At last, when they
realized that they could not prevent him from
going, they asked him to write something for



Theisland of Patmos 17

them before he went, something that would be a
reminder of the Good News he had brought them.
This St John agreed to do and, after several days of
prayer and fasting, he began to dictate his gospel
to Prokhoros: ‘In the beginning was the Word...’
followed by the book of Revelation. When thiswas
done, the inhabitants of Patmos understood that he
had given them all they needed and they let him
leave.

Our guide at Patmos told us that, at the end,
when St John felt that death was near, he asked
two or three of hisdisciplesto dig abig holein the
ground. Then he got into the hole and told them to
fill it up with soil as far as his chest and to come
back the next day. When they came back St John
was still alive. He told them, ‘Bury me up to my
shoulders and come back tomorrow’. The next day
he was still aive, and he asked them to add alittle
more soil. When they came back the following day
he was no longer there. Of course, this must be
just alegend. There are agreat many more or less
legendary stories about St John, which are said to
have been handed down in oral or written form by
hisdisciples, and | wastold that some of them can
be seen in certain libraries in Greece. | would be
very interested to learn some of the details they
talk about.

Throughout the centuries, ever since the
earliest days of the Church, there has always been
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atradition at Patmos that takesitsinspiration from
the teaching of St John. It was because of this
tradition that, in the 18th century, a school was
founded not far from the monastery. This school,
known as Patmias, has enriched Christianity by
producing numbers of churchmen, theologians
and thinkers, some of whom were very remarkable
people.

Patmos is such a magnificent place that I would
have liked the Greek Brotherhood to have a piece
of land there so that they could go and stay on
the island from time to time. What exceptional
conditions they would have had for prayer and
meditation and a brotherly life together! And how
much they would have enjoyed growing melons
and all kinds of fruit trees! In fact, the taxi driver
who drove us to the monastery owned several
plots of land on the island; | noticed one of them
in particular on the top of a hill, which he said he
was willing to sell us. It had awonderful view of
the sunrise, and you could see a number of other
islands in the distance, as well as the monastery
and the harbour with all its little houses. Patmos
IS not so very far from Athens, but unfortunately
it takes along time to get there and the journey
cannot be made by air. The only way to get there
is by boat: thirteen hours there and thirteen hours
back again, and if the seais choppy — as it was
when we were there —it is quite an expedition.
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