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The twittering of sparrows fills the whitewashed church with a natural music. They flit from the pillar capitals up into the drum shaped domes, and back down onto the rood cross and iconostasis. Otherwise the church is empty of furniture. Only a series of poor quality nineteenth century icons hangs around the walls, to replace the valuable icons which “went missing” after the Turkish invasion of 1974.

Salamis, Cyprus. “Department of Antiquities and Museums – St Barnabas Archaeological and Icon Museum” is written in Turkish and English outside the monastery door. The monastery originated in the fifth century, but most of the building now is eighteenth century. 

Three elderly Greek Orthodox monks, brothers by birth in fact, used to run the monastery. After 1974 they found themselves in Turkish occupied territory. Old age, illness and continual military harassment forced them to leave in 1976, and to live out their days at the Stavrovouni monastery near Limassol.

In one aisle chapel a single fresco remains: dark ranks of Orthodox bishops in their black hats and veils militantly insist upon the independence of the Church of Cyprus from the See of Antioch, as confirmed in the fifth century. The inscription tells how Constantinople recognised that the Church of Cyprus, because it had been founded by St Barnabas and St Paul, had the right to self-government.

After St Stephen’s martyrdom (c.33 AD), many Christians fled Jerusalem and moved to Phoenicia, Cyprus or Antioch (Syria) (Acts 11). Barnabas – his original name was Ioses or Joseph - was a Levite of Cypriot origin, and became prominent in the Church at Antioch. His name means literally “son of encouragement”, and his feast falls this Wednesday (11th June).

It was Barnabas who journeyed to Tarsus to seek out Paul. After his dramatic conversion on the Damascus Road, and escape from persecutors, Paul had returned to live quietly in his home city, tent-making no doubt, and waiting upon the Lord’s call. 

Barnabas brought Paul back to Antioch to help him with teaching and preaching (Acts 11:25). A whole year later, during worship one fastday the Holy Spirit spoke by prophecy: “I want Barnabas and Saul set apart for the work to which I have called them.”
So it was that after fasting and prayer they laid their hands on them and sent them off. 
(Acts 13:2-3) [AD 47]
Going down to Seleucia, they took ship for Cyprus and landed on its eastern shore at Salamis, a Roman city. “They started preaching the Word of God in the Hebrew synagogues, and they had an assistant called John.” The latter was John Mark, nephew of Barnabas, better known to history as St Mark the Evangelist.

Barnabas and Paul then made their way west overland to Paphos. This city was the seat of the Roman pro-consul, a judicious man named Sergios Paulos. He sent for the apostles to hear their message and showed interest in the Faith.

Determined opposition came, however, from a Jewish magician, the false prophet Elymas Bar-jesus. A friend of the pro-consul, he bitterly contested everything the apostles said. Finally Paul, “having been filled with the Holy Spirit” burst out:


“Oh, you full of every deceit and every cunning, son of the devil, enemy of all justice, will you not stop distorting the straight ways of the Lord? Let therefore the hand of God strike you and blind you, so that you may not be able to see the light of the sun for a time.”


Evidently an early example of inter-religious dialogue.


What ensued? “There immediately fell upon him a mist and darkness and he was looking for persons to guide him round. When the pro-consul saw what had happened, he accepted the faith, amazed at the teaching of the Lord.”

Cyprus thus became the first country ever to have a Christian governor. We read nothing more about Sergios Paulos. Given his office, one hopes he found a way to render unto Caesar what was Caesar’s, and unto God what is God’s. 


From Paphos harbour, now guarded by a Venetian fort and filled with the Mediterranean yachts of the rich, Barnabas, Paul and John Mark sailed for Perga in Pamphylia – then a Greek province, it fell to the Turks about 1070 AD.


My tranquil reverie in St Barnabas’ monastery was abruptly interrupted by the arrival of a hundred Turkish schoolchildren all in tracksuits. With yellow tops and navy blue trousers. Sensible uniform for hot weather. The sparrows’ twittering was overwhelmed as the youngsters’ chattering rose and echoed.


Their teachers led them without commentary around the inside of the church. Serenity evaporated, I exited into the bright sunlight. The monastery courtyard was a shady cloister, with bougainvillea and citrus trees in the garden, and an archaeological museum in three halls. After a Turkish coffee at the little bar, I made my way down to the site of Barnabas’ tomb outside the monastery. 

Passing some excavated catacombs, one arrives at a small domed chapel shaded by a carob tree. Steep stone steps lead down to the crypt. It is a cave with a low tunnel-shaped vault. What is allegedly the Apostle’s sarcophagus is covered with a red pall, fringed with gold, and empanelled with his icon. A further cave contains several more early Christian sarcophagi.
Beside the tomb is a ledge for candle, lamps and flowers, and this prayer:

“Let all the faithful gather in veneration to crown Barnabas with chants – 

He who is


The great glory of Cyprus

Herald to the whole world

Architect of the Christian vocation

Glorious instructor of Rome

Divine enchanter of the nations

Vessel of grace

Surname of the Holy Spirit

Great Apostle

Co-traveller with the divine Paul

First of the Seventy

Of equal standing with the Twelve

For he intercedes with the Lord to have pity on our souls.” (Apolytikon) 

Note the Greek love of hyperbole, and the references to Sergios Paulos (Rome) and obliquely to the magician Elymas (enchanter).

St Barnabas cuts a generous, fatherly figure. It was he who encouraged and tutored Paul, soon to find himself excelled by his pupil. Without resentment he stepped back and allowed his protégé to play the leading role, favoured evidently by Divine Grace. Without personal ambition or envy, Barnabas was content to play second fiddle to his younger but more talented companion.

By the tomb, the prevailing language suddenly switched to German, with the arrival of a “Biblische Reisen” coach party. It epitomised that Teutonic enthusiasm for ordered and planned collective tours, evident wherever history and archaeology are on the menu. Where are the Brits? Basking on the beaches of Ayia Napa, sinking a few cans, waiting for the discos to open?

Bidding farewell to Barnabas’ tomb, I drove east to the ruins of Roman Salamis. Visitors populated the gymnasium, the baths and the Roman theatre. Fifteen minutes’ hike along dusty tracks through scrubby bush, I shared the ruined fifth century basilica of St Epiphanius with only the lizards, some up to a foot long. Alone amidst the stones of the Roman agora, the temple of Zeus, and the fourth century Kambanopetra basilica, I began to feel anxious. Had I wandered into a forbidden military zone?
No, on the nearby beach a Cypriot family was sunbathing. I walked back along the strand, between the dunes and the shallow turquoise sea. The Roman jetties are now submerged by rising sea levels. To north and south the crumbling tourist hotels of the 1960’s stand deserted: the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus is recognised by no country but Turkey. The reopening of the border in 2003 has brought a little tourist trade, but there is a general air of stagnation and dilapidation.
It was to Salamis, that Barnabas returned and settled after the Council of Jerusalem, about AD 50. It is thought that he was martyred c 60-70 AD by anti-Christian Jews – strangled and then his body burnt. His disciples buried him secretly in a cave outside Salamis, and placed a copy of Matthew’s Gospel on his chest. They then fled across the island to escape their persecutors, and finally took ship.
Two of Barnabas’ collaborators – Irakleidos and Mnason –are also canonised martyrs. Further saints of the Cypriot Church up to 400 AD include Spiridion, Epiphanios, Triphyllios and Tykhon.
Tradition has it that about 480 AD, when the See of Antioch was attempting to dominate the Cypriot Church, the Holy Apostle Barnabas appeared in a dream to Archbishop Anthemios, revealing the whereabouts of his tomb. The discovery of the Apostle’s relics, and the decaying scroll of St Matthew’s gospel, were enough to convince the Byzantine Emperor Zeno to recognise the independence of the Cypriot Church.
To this day, the Cypriot bishops, not the Patriarch of Constantinople, have the right to elect their own Archbishop. He is entitled to wear imperial purple and may carry a sceptre instead of a pastoral staff. He also had the right to sign documents in red ink, which otherwise was the prerogative of the Byzantine Emperor alone. Archbishop Makarios exercised this right when he signed the document by which Britain granted independence to Cyprus in 1960.
