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Charles Nienkirchen, PhD

In the witty words of a native scholar, 
the miniscule, Maltese archipelago 

often disappears in the fold of an atlas. 
In reality, it is situated in a narrow, 
central Mediterranean channel separating 
Sicily from North Africa. Despite its 
English-speaking heritage and touristic 
appeal, it is little known by Canadians 
and consequently underappreciated as 
a potential holiday travel destination. 
However, the literate educational traveller 
would be hard pressed to find another 
country capable of serving up a greater 
wealth of historical and cultural treasures 

to be savoured in such a compacted 
space. The archaeological record of the 
islands, which includes one of the most 
extraordinary underground burial sites 
in the world (The Hypogeum), testifies 
indisputably to the existence of a Neolithic 
temple culture in numerous locations 
which predates the legendary Stonehenge 
by more than a millennium. The islands 
thus rank as one of the earliest locations of 
settled religious observance in the spiritual 
journey of humankind. 

For the connoisseur of world history, 
Malta possesses a captivating timeline 
inhabited since the dawn of human 
history by Neolithic communities; their 
Bronze Age descendants; Phoenician 
traders; Greek, Carthaginian and Roman 
conquerors; Muslim invaders; and the 
Order of the Knights of St. John (birthed in 
the Crusades) right up to the over 400,000 
persons who reside there today making 
it one of the most densely populated 
countries in the world. In modern times, 
Malta’s natural harbours and dockyard 
facilities made it an unsinkable fortress-
colony, a crucial source of supply for the 

British forces locked in a life and death 
struggle against the Axis powers in North 
Africa during the second world war.

For those with a penchant for 
Christian antiquity, Malta holds yet 
another fascination. It is the leading 
contender among historians as the most 
likely place of the Apostle Paul’s famous, 
biblically-recorded shipwreck en route to 
Rome. From this event, enshrined in the 
national memory, the sensitively disputed 
claim arises regarding the first century 
conversion of the Maltese to Christianity 
and their unbroken fidelity to the Catholic 
Christian tradition since that time.

All roads in Malta lead to its massively- 
walled capital city, Valletta, perched 
on a rocky peninsula. It is a military 
masterpiece constructed in only six 
years following the Great Siege in 1565 
to withstand a second Muslim onslaught 
which never came. A lavish display of 
Renaissance architecture trimmed with 
militaristic bravado, the city was built 
by the Grand Master Jean de la Vallette 
to showcase the sumptuous, aristocratic 
culture of the Knights who had triumphed 
over the infidel Turks. Amazingly, despite 
the bombing blitz of World War II, much 
of the city has remained unspoilt, spared 
for subsequent generations to feast on its 
visual grandeur. 

The dense, historical cultural heritage 
of Malta with its paradisiacal climate and 
cornucopia of learning opportunities made 
it an enchanting environment for another 
imaginative educational travel experience 
provided by Ambrose’s Down Ancient 
Paths Travel Study Program this past May. 
Sixteen persons accompanied by two 
Ambrose professors participated in The 

The Malta Institute:
Ambrose Goes Mediterranean
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Malta Institute: Exploring “The Sacred” 
at a Mediterranean Crossroads. A special 
feature of the integrative curriculum of the 
institute was the enthusiastic involvement 
of a broad cross section of faculty from 
the University of Malta, each of whom 
articulated a seasoned, disciplinary-
specific interpretation of the theme of ‘the 
sacred’ as it has shaped and coloured the 
past and present landscapes of Malta. 

Mount St. Joseph Retreat House, 
the home of the institute, possessed an 
ambience consistent with the theme of 
exploring “the sacred” in the Maltese 
islands. It is a spacious facility planted in 
an enchanting garden setting conducive 
to quiet and contemplation. Situated on 
the outskirts of urban life in the centre 
of Malta, the added bonus of the location 
is a panoramic view of the fortified city 
of Mdina, the island’s Roman-founded, 
medieval capital and most evocative city. 

The liturgy of learning enjoyed by the 
participants had a daily pulse which began 
with the gentle serenade of birds heralding 
the early morning light. Stimulating 
lectures followed breakfast in a light-filled 
room which opened to rooftop vistas 
of the Mediterranean and the town of 
Mosta with the dominating dome of its 
immense parish church (the fourth largest 
in Europe). Regular interludes of robust 
mealtime conversations punctuated the day 
and lecture-enhancing guided field trips in 
the afternoons explored all parts of Malta 
as well as the neighbouring islands of 
Gozo and Comino. Each evening became 
a tranquil diminuendo in the post-supper 
hours of private reading, reflection, and 
rest which were gradually enveloped in 
a penetrating, nocturnal silence typical 
of houses of prayer operated by religious 
orders.

The institute commenced with an 
introductory lecture by Professor Peter 
Serracino Inglott, a veteran purveyor of 
large ideas and a Maltese intellectual icon 
of international acclaim. He set the stage 
for what was to come with a masterful 
overview of Malta’s history as a “sacred 

In the ensuing days, several members 
of the Faculty of the University of 
Malta exegeted a variety of topics and 
provided the conceptual frameworks 
for understanding the multidimensional 
aspects of  “the sacred” motif in the 
islands’ history and culture. Professor 
Anthony Bonanno, a notable classics 
scholar involved in the discovery and 
conservation of Malta’s archaeological 
heritage, critically assessed the validity 
of identifying Malta’s neolithic temples 
as venues for practising fertility rites 
associated with prehistorical “goddess” 
worship. Charles Dalli, a late medieval 
expert, sifted in finely nuanced fashion the 
somewhat controversial evidence germane 
to Malta’s “Arabic” identity and the 
complicated process of transition back to a 
Christian society after centuries of Islamic 
rule. Dr Conrad Thake, a specialist in the 
history of sacred architecture, provided a 

The famous painting of the 
Shipwreck of St. Paul by Maltese 

painter Francesco Zahra.

island” from the time of the ancient Greek 
bard Homer to that of the twentieth century 
American novelist Thomas Pynchon. 
He returned at the conclusion to analyze 
the formidable challenges confronting a 
theocratic society on a “sacred island” 
in an age of secularization epitomized in 
the heated battle of the billboards over an 
impending national divorce referendum 
(which the pro-divorce faction narrowly 
won). 

Over two weeks, the institute’s 
brightly-coloured educational mosaic 
was unveiled. The program of study 
commenced with the experience of Malta’s 
festive rhythms in the form of an afternoon 
excursion to Floriana to have firsthand 
exposure to the chaos and revelry of a 
local festa. It jubilantly commemorated 
St. Publius, the island’s alleged first 
Christian bishop. This was followed up 
with an evening of animated ecumenical 
dialogue with a local youth group calling 
itself “Energy,” in the parish church of 
Naxxar. Dr Anna Vella, a physician with 
addictions expertise and a marriage and 
family life specialist, supplied a theoretical 
framework for understanding what had 
been experienced with an anecdote-spiced 
analysis of changing religious values, 
gender roles, and demographic trends in 
Malta.

Delve into the Global 
Christian Heritage
Ambrose’s award-winning  
Down Ancient Paths Travel Study 
Program is featuring the 
following upcoming ventures:

Mediterranean Chapters in the Story  
of Western Christianity: Rome to Venice 
Cruise  
March 29 – April 13, 2012

Summer School in the Holy Land 
(Jordan/Israel)  
April 30 – May 31, 2012

The Search for Ancient Christians on 
the Silk Road: China and Beyond 
July 8 – August 7, 2012

Magnificent Ethiopia: Where Ancient 
Christian Voices Still Speak 
January 2013 – dates TBA

The Search for Ancient Christians in 
North Africa and Mediterranean Cruise 
(Sicily/Malta/Tunisia/Libya/Egypt) 
February or March 2013 – dates TBA

Summer School in the ‘Other’ Holy 
Lands (Turkey/Greece/Albania) 
May 2013 – dates TBA

For more information contact Dr Charles 
Nienkirchen: cnienkirchen@ambrose.edu
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masterful overview of the notable, not to be 
missed themes in Malta’s major churches 
and chapels. Ambrose’s own Professor of 
New Testament and Christian Origins, 
Paul Spilsbury, joined with the Maltese 
faculty and inspirationally traced the 
theme of liminality in the spirituality of the 
Apostle Paul as evidenced in his writings 
and life journey. 

The Malta Institute was anything 
but a staid, classroom-bound version of 
education, albeit on a Mediterranean 
island. An assortment of professionally 
guided field trips took the walls off the 
classroom and opened up an array of 
possibilities for learning in situ where the 
big questions of Maltese history could be 
dissected in 3D. 

The curious Neolithic temples of 
Tarxien, Hagar Qim, Ggantija, and 
Mnajdra provided a dramatic context 
for integrating biblical with world 
history timelines and contemplating the 
implications of such for the emergence of 
both polytheism and monotheism in the 
religious consciousness of humankind. An 
excursion to St. Paul’s Islands and a rustic 
display of anchors from Roman cargo ships 
to be seen in the Vittoriosa Maritime and 
Gozo Archaeological Museums fuelled an 
ongoing, vigorous discussion (nicknamed 

the “Battle of the Bays”) over the exact 
location of the apostle Paul’s shipwreck. 
The complex underground cemeteries of 
St. Paul and St. Agatha in Rabat offered 
dimly-lit frescoed venues for discussing the 
relative strength of the evidence supporting 
a first century Christian presence on Malta. 
Place and street names with linguistic 
traces of Arabic and a Muslim cemetery 
adjoining a Roman villa awakened interest 
in both the Arabic origins of the Maltese 
language and the residual influence of 
Islam on Maltese culture, fashioning a 
possible role for Malta as a contemporary 
intermediary between Islam and the West. 
The city of Valletta, a glorious monument 
to the Knights of St. John who achieved 
a decisive victory over Islam, raised the 

issue as to whether there is still a case to be 
made for “Christian militarism.”

Participants in The Malta Institute were 
enthusiastic about what they experienced. 
They lauded it as “a worthy expansion 
of the Down Ancient Paths brand of 
educational travel,” and an “adventure with 
lots to think, reflect, and ponder on,” in a 
“photographic paradise.” Most importantly, 
it was for them an opportunity to explore 
more of the fascinating world of early 
Christianity in a less familiar corner of the 
“Greater Holy Land.”  
Dr Nienkirchen is Professor of Christian History 
and Spirituality at Ambrose as well as the Creator/
Director of the award-winning Down Ancient 
Paths Travel Study Program at Ambrose University 
College. For a schedule of upcoming Down Ancient 
Paths ventures see www.downancientpaths.com 

The interior of St. John’s  
Co-Cathedral in Valletta.

DOWN ANCIENT PATHS
ESCORTED TOURS

Join Dr. Charles Nienkirchen 
Director of the Down Ancient Paths Travel Study Program

MEDITERRANEAN CHAPTERS IN THE 
STORY OF WESTERN 

CHRISTIANITY: 
ROME TO VENICE MED. CRUISE

March 29 - April 13, 2012

Includes
Airfare from Canada 

14 Nights Cruise 
2 Night Pre Cruise in Rome 

All Shore Excursions

THE SEARCH FOR ANCIENT 
CHRISTIANS ON THE SILK ROAD: 

CHINA AND BEYOND 
(INCLUDING TIBET & CENTRAL ASIA)

July 7 - August 7, 2012 

Includes 
Airfare from Canada 

Breakfast daily, 27 lunches, 
25 Dinners 

All Tours & Lectures

Contact: Dr. Charles Nienkirchen 
Email: cnienkirchen@ambrose.edu 

Phone: 403-410-2000 ext. 5905 
Website: www.downancientpaths.com 

Professional Travel Services Provided by Premiere Tours


