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Why Christians
should travel in
TURKEY
Charles Nienkirchen PhD

‘Turkey...a place of Christian
pilgrimage?’ questions a seasoned,
Calgary church goer. ‘I’m saving my
money to go to the Holy Land.’ Like
many Christians, he was unaware that
more than 66% of the New Testament
sites plus numerous Old Testament ones
are actually in Turkey. Even if they
have been looking at their Bible maps
for years, they have not recognized that
modern Turkey. The Euphrates River
(the most mentioned river in the Bible
next to the Jordan) which is a branch of
of Eden (Gn 2:14), has its source in the
snows of mountainous, eastern Anatolia
(Turkey). Turkish academics even
claim the original Eden within their
country’s borders. The protohistorical
narrative of the Bible takes the patriarch
Abraham from Mesopotamia to Canaan
via Haran (Gn 11:31), situated on the
Fertile Crescent where the highlands
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of eastern Anatolia intersect the
Mesopotamian lowlands. Genesis 8:4
Noah’s Ark after the Great Deluge as
the mountains of Ararat which Jews and
Christians have traditionally located
in the same region. Near the village
of Mahser, a Noah’s Ark Observation
Centre purports to show visitors a
geological outline of the actual Ark.
The tomb of Noah is allegedly in Cizre.
In short, there is an immense wealth
of biblical and early Christian history
to be explored in Turkey, a crossroads
of world civilizations since antiquity
and a strategic bridge between Europe
and Asia.
Unfortunately, many laypersons do
not appreciate the substantial historical
and geographical links between
Turkey and the world of primitive
Christianity. This is somewhat
understandable since western Christians
do not readily associate their roots
with a predominantly Muslim country
in which Christians of all stripes
constitute only a minuscule fragment of
the population. Even if Turkey’s large
number of biblical venues is second
only to Israel, it still doesn’t equate in
many western, Christian minds with a
designation of the ‘other Holy Land’.
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That said, faith tourism is definitely on
the rise in Turkey though most Turkish
guidebooks make only token mention
of biblical sites.
For over three decades I’ve been
professorially absorbed with traveling
the Book of Acts. This has propelled me
to Turkey numerous times to consider
the animating themes and formative
events which determined the spiritual
character, historical development and
geographical spread of first-century
Christianity. My initial, educational
travel venture to Turkey was entitled
The Cross, the Cave and the Crown’ –
the cross signifying the transforming
message of apostolic Christianity; the
cave taking us into the monasticized,
desert world of the Cappadocian Fathers
with their charismatic theology of the
Holy Spirit; the crown representing the
jeweled, imperial Christian civilization
of the Byzantines which endured for
over a millennium until the conquest of
Constantinople by the Ottoman Turks
in 1453.
My primary goal for the adventurous
souls who have joined me on these
journeys has been to take the walls
off the classroom. I have wanted to
place them in a stimulating, multidimensional, learning environment to
enable them to recover lost dimensions
of their Christian heritage and have their
imagination ignited by a recollection of
the robust, spiritual energy of the first
generation of believers. I have desired
that they see the diverse, dramatic
cast of the New Testament as ordinary
persons, inflamed by a Spirit-filled
vision of Jesus, who lived extraordinary
lives and in many instances came to
a martyrly end. Such flesh and blood
heroes of the faith from all classes of
society are not some romantic, biblical
fiction with whom to have a fantasized,
devotional connection but rather
empowered persons to be emulated.
Despite their frailties, they lived
out their faith with integrity amidst
pressures exerted by oppressive forces.
They were real people in a sophisticated
and technologically advanced world
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whose life journeys can at least be
partially reconstructed and ruminated
on through travel in Turkey.
Ironically, this contemporary ‘reimagination’ of the early Christian
story has gone on in the shadow of
the mosque and not the church, in a
land where the prophet Muhammad’s
minaret eventually came to displace
Jesus the Messiah’s cross as the
preeminent, cultural symbol of religious
loyalty. Yet at this point in the history
of the post -9/11 world when ChristianMuslim relations are strained across the
globe, there is something mysteriously
compelling and religiously appropriate
about western Christians returning
to their roots in a hospitable, easily
traveled, ‘secular’, Muslim country to
be reinvigorated by a reconsideration of
the sacred Scriptures in some of their
original historical/geographical settings.
Turkey, as the backdrop for so
much of the New Testament, should
rightfully loom large in the minds of
western Christians as the ‘other Holy
Land’. Such an appellation should not
be dismissed simply as a commercially
motivated, touristic distortion though
it does have evident economic benefits
to the country. Indeed, it was here that
Christianity which began as a renewal
movement within Judaism with Jesus
of Nazareth, made a decisive leap
from its Jewish cradle, morphed into
a predominantly Gentile movement,
and was launched towards the West.
In fact, the name ‘Christian’ entered
the pages of history at Antioch on
the Orontes, today the southeastern
Turkish city of Antakya. Here began
a centuries long relationship between
the Gentile followers of Jesus and the
Graeco-Roman empire, what eventually
spawned a ‘Christian civilization’ in the
East and the West. A few kilometres to
the south, the Mediterranean ruins of
the ancient port of Seleucia Pieria from
which Paul and Barnabas embarked for
Cyprus on their first missionary journey
(Acts 13:4), are still visible. They
feature a massive tunnel constructed
by the Romans to manage the irregular

flow of the Orontes River, a stupefying,
engineering feat that has survived the
ravages of time.
Personal faith can undergo a lifechanging revitalization with the aid
of a fertile imagination enlivened by
following in the footsteps of ‘the faith’
in its beginnings. Travel can lift the soul
out of lukewarmness. It can also cause
one to be overcome by unexpected
moments of spiritual intensity on the
road, even numinous dreams by night.
Many western Christians are drawn
to Israel, the ‘Holy Land’ of Jesus, to
reconnect with their spiritual roots. This
is where the ‘Gospel Trail’ starts for
them. Holy Land tourism continues to
thrive there with the relentless and well
endowed, promotional assistance of the
State of Israel. However the pilgrim’s
road which commences in Israel and the
lands of its Arab neighbours, traverses
the Mediterranean and winds on in
Turkey, the ‘other Holy Land’. The
popularity of Turkey as a preferred
destination in the travel industry is
growing rapidly. Over 3.5 million
persons annually visit Ephesus (albeit
many are cruise ship tourists and not
pilgrims), the country’s most developed
site, at times converting it into a virtual
‘Disneyland of classical archaeology’.
Traveling the beautiful and harshly
sculpted Turkish countryside, one is
immersed in the ongoing, adventure
packed narrative of the early church. It
is possible to retrace the tumultuous,
missionary odysseys of the Apostle
Paul, savouring his emotion charged,
pastoral letters to churches in Galatia,
Colossae and Ephesus. Pisidian Antioch
(Yalvac), a pristine but oft neglected
piece of New Testament archaeology
sits picturesquely and peacefully
at 1236 m. in the foothills of the
Sultandagi mountains and is currently
entering a new, dynamic, phase of
excavation. The volcanic, Greek island
of Patmos is only a short boat excursion
off the Turkish coast. It is dominated
continued on next page >
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Why Christians
should travel in
TURKEY (continued)
by the icon rich, 11th century Monastery
of St. John the Theologian which is
the heart and soul of the island. In the
Cave of the Apocalypse, sanctified by
claimed traces of the Apostle John’s
residence, one can take to heart the
Revelator’s prophetic and in some cases
searing inventories of the spiritual
condition of the Christians of Ephesus
(Efes), Smyrna (Izmir), Pergamum
(Bergama), Thyatira (Akhisar), Sardis
(Sart), Philadelphia (Alashehir) and
Laodicea (Goncali) at the close of the
first century. These sites, framed by
both urban and pastoral landscapes, are
all archaeologically present in Turkey
and serve up the kind of inspirational
ambiance in which pilgrims can muse.
With open Bible in hand they can hear
the stones speak from another time.
The list of familiar and obscure New
Testament, place names which summon
pilgrims to Turkey is lengthy — the
regions of Cilicia, Lycia, Pamphylia,
Pisidia, Syria, Galatia, Asia Minor and
Phrygia; the cities of Tarsus, Derbe,
Lystra, Iconium, Myra, Patara, Perga,
Hierapolis, Miletus, and Assos. Mark
Wilson’s, Biblical Turkey (2010) is a
superb, meticulously detailed resource
for the Christian Turkey sleuth.

There is considerably more in
Turkey to see by way of Christian
heritage beyond the first century.
Though disappearing, some of the most
ancient branches of global Christianity
which speak Armenian and Syriac
can still be found in eastern Anatolia.
If one continues down the corridors
of Christian time, one can follow the
trajectories of early Christian belief
debated and defined by the Seven
Ecumenical Councils and enshrined in
the creeds for centuries up to the present
day. Nicea (Iznik) (325), Constantinople
(Istanbul) (381, 553, 680-681, 787),
Ephesus (Efes) (431) and Chalcedon
(Kadikoy) (451) contribute their
intrigue-ridden stories to the history of
Christian dogma. The fairy chimneys
of Cappadocia, a masterful creation of
nature honeycombed with frescoed,
rock churches and hermit caves,
stand as timeless monuments to the
4th century, theological heavyweights
who championed orthodoxy — Basil
of Caesarea, Gregory of Nyssa and
Gregory Nazianzus. Further to the
east, a short distance from the Syrian
border, one can contemplate the almost
bizarre, skyward asceticism of the 5th
century, otherworldly, Syrian hermit,

Simon the Stylite the Younger while
standing at the base of the remains of
the column on top of which he lived
austerely for 41 years. At the western
end of the country in Istanbul (once
glorious Constantinople) which spans
two continents, it is still possible to gaze
upon the breathtaking, architectural
magnificence of Hagia Sophia, the
largest church in the world in the 6th
century, now a museum. Justinian, the
emperor who had it built, in an outburst
of hubris, boasted that it exceeded
the beauty of Solomon’s temple. In
recent years the dazzling mosaics of
the third Church of the Holy Wisdom
to stand on the site have been restored
painstakingly, resurrecting the regal
splendours of a bygone, Christian
empire.
On one occasion, when traveling
in Turkey, two members of a Down
Ancient Paths group sitting near
the front of the bus, engaged in a
continuous reading aloud of the Book
of Acts. During a restful interlude,
our Turkish driver, moved by what
he had heard as he drove, said to the
two women, ‘if you read anymore, I
will have to convert.’ I asked him, ‘do
you know how much of the Book of
Acts actually occurred in Turkey?’
He responded, ‘no’. Ironically, though
separated by faith and continents, the
Muslim bus driver and the seasoned,
Calgary church goer were united in
their common unawareness of Turkey
as a bona fide, Christian ‘other
Holy Land’. p
Dr. Nienkirchen is the creator/
Director of the government award
winning Down Ancient Paths Travel
Study Program at Ambrose University
College. He will be leading Summer
School in the ‘Other’ Holy Lands
2013 (Turkey/Greece/Albania)
(May 7-31/2013).
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