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Last week I wrote about St Barnabas and St Paul in Cyprus. 


Cyprus too was the mythological birthplace of Aphrodite, the wedding present of Mark Anthony to Cleopatra, possession of the Byzantine emperors, taken by King Richard the Lionheart en route to the Crusades. Richard invaded Cyprus because Isaac Comnenus, the Byzantine Governor was rude to his fiancée Berengaria, and refused to allow her damaged ship to repair or replenish supplies. “Don’t worry, darling, I’ll sort him out. We’ll conquer the island for you.” Oh, the age of chivalry!

Richard married Berengaria in Limassol and crowned her Queen of England – the only English Queen ever to have been crowned abroad.

Not particularly wanting the territory, he sold Cyprus on to the Knights Templars, who changed their minds and gave it back. Finally it went to a French noble family, the Lusignans, deposed Kings of Jerusalem. After two centuries the Venetians replaced them. During this medieval period, the Greek Orthodox faith was disadvantaged relative to the ruling élite’s Roman Catholicism.


However, the crescent of Islam was rising: in 1570 Cyprus fell to the Ottoman Turks. It became a backwater of the Sultan’s empire for three hundred years, before being appropriated again by the British.


Churchill is said to have promised full independence to the Cypriots if they fought with the Allies in World War II. They obliged, but the promised self-government was slow in coming. So in the 1950’s, the Greek Cypriot EOKA movement waged a terrorist campaign against the British. 


Full independence came in 1960, but the more extreme elements of EOKA began to attack the Turkish Cypriot minority, who formed self-governing enclaves independent of the Government in Nicosia.

Archbishop Makarios, President of the Republic, led a campaign for enosis, union with Greece. Turkey began sabre-rattling. Finally in 1974 a right-wing Greek coup tried to murder Makarios and seized power, declaring that they would drive the Turks into the sea.  At that point, the Turkish military invaded the north of the island to protect the Turkish minority, taking 38% of the territory. 

The island was partitioned along the Green Line, aka the Attila line, patrolled by United Nations peace-keepers ever since. This frontier was sealed until 2003. The north became the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus, not diplomatically recognised by any country in the world but Turkey. The Greek Cypriots refer to it simply as “occupied territory.”
Turkey threatens a gradual annexation of northern Cyprus. The new Turkish lire is used as currency, the Turkish flag flies almost everywhere alongside the TRNC flag, which is the same with the colours reversed – a red crescent and star on a white background. The towns are full of Turkish military installations.

Cyprus joined the European Union in 2004, and replaced the Cyprus pound with the euro in January 2008. It forms the EU’s most far-flung member country – south of Tunis and east of Ankara. On a clear morning the mountains of Anatolia are visible from the north coast, and Syria perhaps from the east end of the island. 30 minutes more flying time would land you in Beirut, Damascus or Tel-Aviv.
Its strategic position as jumping-off point for the Middle East recommended it to the Crusaders. They stocked up on supplies in Cyprus before invading Palestine. Today it is Britain’s stepping stone to the Middle East, and primary location for electronic intelligence for the area. Hence the giant golf-ball and satellite dish structures which litter Cyprus’ highest peaks.
The US do not have their own facilities in Cyprus. We, their servants, pass on all information to them.

The British colonial era has left its mark: three-pin plugs, traffic lights looking as if just transplanted from Croydon,  and English spoken everywhere.

New developments of villas in the sun are advertised everywhere along the south coast. The air is full of the sound of concrete mixers, JCBs and stone cutters. One would think half of northern Europe was being evacuated to the Mediterranean. Around Limassol the real estate adverts are frequently in Russian, as the rich novi Russkie seek solid assets into which to convert their billions of oil and gas roubles. 

Larnaka’s oldest church, Agios Lazaros is built over the second tomb of Lazarus, whom Jesus raised from the dead at Bethany. Its setting is inauspicious: down from the Dead Sea Skin Care shop retailing Ein Gedi cosmetics. Tap Donohue’s Irish bar will fill you with Carlsberg and promises “Craic agus Céol.” The international setting is completed by the Kalifatzi Kebab grill bar, Greek-owned even if nostalgic about an Islamic Caliphate!

The tradition has it that the Jewish high priests persecuted Lazarus, because he was tangible, incontrovertible evidence of Jesus’ power over life and death. Either he fled to Cyprus, or was put out to sea in a boat without oars, and washed ashore there. 

This is not too fantastic to believe. Even during my stay, refugee boats were coming into Limassol, to avoid the fighting which had broken out with Hezbollah in Lebanon.
Lazarus settled at Kitium, a Roman city on the site of modern Larnaka. It is imaginatively claimed that during their visit, Paul and Barnabas ordained him a bishop.

In 890 AD his tomb was rediscovered bearing the epitaph: “Lazaros, friend of Christ.” The larger portion of the relics was transferred to Constantinople, to be ransacked by the Crusaders in 1204 and end up in France.
The crypt today contains a empty white marble sarcophagus with a broken lid. It was excavated in 1972 and some human remains found. Prayers on scraps of paper and lists of deceased relatives have been dropped inside. Seven silver lamps hang above. A beautiful newly-painted icon and some vases of flowers add a splash of colour. The icon specifies “o agios Lazarus o tetraimeros” – the four-day St Lazarus – referring to his four days in the tomb after his first death.
Since Lazarus had to die twice, he could perhaps share the role of patron of a good death with St Joseph. His resurrection back to this mortal life was a mixed blessing. He had to face the agonies of death all over again at a later date.
In the church above, by his icon, lay votive offerings made of wax, in the shape of legs, arms, eyes, oddly formed babies, and other sections of the human anatomy – in thanksgiving for miraculous cures.

After so many funerals in my two parishes during the last three months, I asked Lazarus’ help in offering Requiem Masses in future.

Another connection with ancient Christianity concerns St Helen, mother of the Emperor Constantine and finder of the true Cross of Christ. After 320 she made her famous pilgrimage to the Holy Land, where she began the construction of the basilica of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, and that over the cave of Bethlehem. 

On her return, carrying portions of the wood of Christ’s cross for Constantinople and Rome, she is supposed to have halted a while in Cyprus, and left a couple of fragments of the True Cross – one now at the island’s oldest monastery of Stavrovouni, atop a 2000 ft hill.  The other is in the monastery of Omodos, along with a section of the rope by which Jesus was tied to the Cross. I don’t know – take it or leave it.

Nicosia (Leukosia) is the world’s only divided capital city. Those who never saw the Berlin wall can still savour the experience here, on a smaller scale. The Venetian fortress with its sixteen bastions surrounds the central core of the city, evenly split between north (Turkish) and south (Greek).
Apart from the pedestrianised shopping streets and a flush of historic churches, there is an air of general neglect - empty stores, shut-down bars. Close to the dividing wall, only garages and workshops remain in the dilapidated buildings. Streets are suddenly truncated with rolls of barbed wire and warning notices not to photograph, not to enter, danger of mines and unexploded weapons etc.

The Turkish side too, once one leaves the tourist streets, looks very poor and run down. My target was the Selamiye Camii (mosque), once the Roman Catholic cathedral of Hagia Sophia, erected by French stonemasons from 1209 to 1326.

Although 800 years old, there is no building on the island to rival it. It was cool and airy when outside in the sun the thermometer was reading 35 degrees. It was whitewashed and  all pews, statues, decorations and tombs were stripped out and smashed in 1570.
A mihrab, the ornamental niche indicating the direction of Islamic prayer to Mecca, occupies the south wall of the nave. Beside it is the minbar, draped with the Turkish flag, from which the imam gives his sermon at Friday prayers. In the centre is a raised dais for the muezzins. Enclosures in the north aisle are for women, fenced off behind green latticework.

The old sanctuary, where the high altar once stood, is empty except for a few posters of Mecca hung around the apse walls, and an Islamic profession of faith in Turkish.  Will this be the future for York Minster and Canterbury Cathedral?
As you enter the Turkish zone in west Nicosia at the Agios Dometios crossing, banners straddle the highway to goad the Greek Cypriots: “I’m so happy I can say - I’m a Turk.” On the reverse side with savage irony: “Peace at home: peace in the world.”
The partition of the island is unlikely to be resolved soon - a Garden of Eden, sundered in two.

