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O 

n the eastern bank of the 
Jordan river lies a site 
where John the Baptist 
is believed to have bap-
tised Jesus.

For decades, al-maghtas, Arabic 
for the “baptism” site, was thought 
to be on the western side of the bib-
lical river in the West Bank and un-
der Israeli military rule.

However, Arab Christian theolo-
gians, aided by historians and ar-
chaeologists, determined in the late 
1990s that the baptismal site was in-
stead on the Jordanian side in a bib-
lical area called “Bethany”. Other 
biblical references had it as “Betha-
ny Beyond the Jordan”, pointing to 
the eastern bank of the Jordan river.

Indeed, Bethany existed all those 
years in modern-day Jordan, com-
monly known by its Arabic name 
Beit Enya on the banks of the Jor-
dan.

Excavations in the area unearthed 
remains of what is believed to have 
been an ancient church, a water 
system for irrigation and drinking 
and even a shelter said to be where 
Prophet Elijah lived. Churches and 
rest houses have since been built on 
the site.

However, disputes arose with 
Israel over the exact location of 
the site. Both countries, bound by 
diplomatic ties and close security 
cooperation under a peace treaty, 
compete for tourism on the river.

The controversy swelled in 2000, 
when the Vatican announced the 
site as part of Christian pilgrimage 
areas. That year, Pope John Paul II 
visited, making the Vatican’s rec-
ognition of the site official. His 
two successors have visited since 
— Pope Benedict XVI in 2009 and 
Pope Francis in 2014.

In July, the UN cultural agency 
UNESCO officially designated the 
baptism site on the Jordanian side 
part of its World Heritage list.

Scholars insist it is difficult to as-
certain where Jesus was baptised.

“We don’t have any sites with 
evidence or archaeological remains 
that were continuously venerated 
from the first century on,” said 
Jodi Magness, an archaeologist at 
the University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill.

But tourists seem content to be in 
an area Jesus once strolled.

“I’m in the Jordan river, in Beth-
any, where Jesus was and this is all 
that matters to me,” said Jean Zadi-
oca of San Diego, California.

The Greek Orthodox tourist, who 
travelled to Jordan with friends re-

cently to be baptised again, said the 
“area is so holy.”

“It’s simply breathtaking,” she 
said.

The Bible’s New Testament, in 
Matthew Chapter 3, says when Je-
sus left the river after being bap-
tised, the heavens opened and the 
Spirit of God descended as a dove 
and alighted upon him. A voice 
from the heavens said: “This is My 
beloved Son, in whom I am well-
pleased.”

The baptism site is less than an 
hour drive west of Amman. It is 
near the mouth of the Dead Sea, the 
lowest point on Earth.

The overall area is rich with his-
tory. A nearby mountain, overlook-
ing the baptism site and the Dead 
Sea, is Mount Nebo, where tradition 
says Moses saw the Promised Land, 
a reference to the biblical Judea and 
Samaria or what is known as the 
West Bank.

Further down on the eastern 
shore of the Dead Sea is believed 
to be where the ancient kingdoms 
of Sodom and Gomorrah lie under 
water.

The Jordan baptism site draws 
pilgrims, mostly Christian, from 
across the world. That includes 
Russian President Vladimir Putin, 
who inaugurated a house for pil-
grims that belongs to the Orthodox 
Church on June 27, 2012.

However, the number of visitors 
to the baptism site has been de-
creasing because of tensions and 
wars in the region. Official figures 
show that 3.7 million tourists vis-
ited Jordan between January and 
September, compared with 5.3 mil-
lion in all of 2014 and 8.1 million be-
fore the “Arab spring” revolutions 
in 2010.

Dia Madani, director of the Bap-
tism Commission, an independ-
ent board of trustees, said 10,500 
visitors travelled to the baptism site 
from January through May of 2014, 
compared with 7,300 in the same 
period in 2015. He said visitors  were 
mostly from Europe and North and 
South America.

“The 44% decline in the visitor 
numbers is due to the political situ-
ation surrounding us,” Madani said.

From a biblical perspective, the 
site Saphsapha, which is portrayed 
on a sixth-century mosaic of the 
Holy Land is the same site of Wadi 
al-Kharrar, which lies east of the 
Jordan river in Bethany.

Local archaeologists say at the 
start of Wadi al-Kharrar, near a 

monastic complex, pilgrims could 
climb Jabal Mar Elias, the hill where 
the Prophet Elijah is said to have 
ascended into heaven. The site in-
cludes a sanctuary, which attracted 
Christian pilgrims.

Abbot Daniel, a Russian pilgrim 
who visited in 1661, wrote: “Not far 

away from the river, at a distance 
of two arrow throws, is the place 
where the Prophet Elijah was tak-
en into Heaven in a chariot of fire. 
There is also the grotto of St John 
the Baptist. A beautiful strong fast 
stream full of water flows over the 
stones. The water is very cold, has a 
very good taste and is the water that 
John drank.”

Roufan Nahhas, based in Jordan, 
has been covering cultural issues 
for more than two decades.

Jordan baptism 
site magnet to 
visitors
Roufan Nahhas

The baptism site 
is less than an 
hour drive west 
of Amman.
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Agenda

Beirut: 
Through December 23rd

The eighth Beirut Chants Festival 
takes place in historic churches 
of the central district of Beirut 
and its surroundings. Celebrating 
Christmas, the festival’s pro-
gramme includes choral, sacred 
music, chamber and philhar-
monic orchestra performances 
and appearances by international 
soloists. National and interna-
tional artists, such as La Scala, 
Notre Dame University Choir, the 
Lebanese Philharmonic Orches-
tra, Abeer Nehme, Jeff Cohen 
and Abdel Rahman el Bacha, 
have collaborated on the festival 
line-up.

Beirut: 
Through December 26th 

Souk El Tayeb is a weekly market 
that hosts more than 60 produc-
ers from across Lebanon with 
food products as well as tradi-
tional and handmade crafts. Souk 
El Tayeb is open every Saturday 
from 9am-2pm at Beirut Souks in 
Beirut, facing the Medgulf build-
ing on Trablos Street.

Dubai: 
Through April 9th

Global Village is the largest 
seasonal cultural extravaganza 
in the region. Visitors can enjoy 
an array of festivals, shopping 
and entertainment in an open-
air theme park. The entertain-
ment and shopping destination 
hosts more than 70 participating 
countries with presentations in 
more than three dozen pavilions. 
There are more than 50 fun rides 
and 26 restaurants offering food 
from around the world.

Katara Beach, Qatar: 
December 18th-20th

The fourth Run the World Festival 
(RTW) features a variety of 
sports competitions, including 
basketball, volleyball, football, 
cricket, BMX, skateboarding and 
parkour. The opening ceremony 
is set for Qatar’s National Day 
and is to feature unique Qatari 
performances as well as the RTW 
Souq, which provides a market 
for a variety of items and many 
different cultures. Also on the 
programme are Youth Got Talent 
performances.

Dubai:  
December 19th- 30th

Madinat Theatre in Jumeirah, 
Dubai celebrates Christmas with 
a musical version of the classic 
film Miracle on 34th Street. The 
story follows Kris Kringle, a kind 
bearded man who claims he is 
Santa Claus. When employed as 
Santa at a department store, Kris 
quickly spreads a wave of love 
through New York.

Nabeul: 
December 20th-28th

Nabeul, a coastal town in north-
eastern Tunisia hosts the 30th In-
ternational Neapolis Festival for 
Kids’ Theatre. The festival takes 
place in Nabeul’s diverse theatre 
district and will host shows from 
India, Argentina, Lebanon, Alge-
ria, Saudi Arabia and France.

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest 
to travellers in the Middle 
East and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Tourists walking  towards a church   in  the baptism     s ite  on the 
eastern banks of the biblical Jordan river.

Christian worshipers converge on a church in the baptism site on the biblical Jordan river for prayers.

Christians hold a mass at Jordan’s baptism site where tradition has 
it that Jesus was baptised by John the Baptist.

A spot on the Jordanian side of the biblical Jordan river.
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