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A pair of dinghies sit on the pavement, roped to a willow tree. Five yards away laps the Aegean Sea. Judging by the dried up seaweed on the narrow sand strip, this town of Nea Peramos experiences minute tides. Two local men have plugged their fishing rods into the sand and sit chatting by one of the boats. Steep hills clothed in dark green forest almost encircle the bay, and the

sea has the azure tinge of the travel brochures. An oil depot and some large cement silos spoil the idyllic effect, as does the itching on my arms – some midges which escaped Pandora's box used me for their midnight snack.

The Greek flag flies blue and white in the easterly breeze, its cross proclaiming that this is Christian land, a bastion of true Faith in defiance of Turkish invaders and Arab pirates.

Ten miles up the coast lies the city of Kavala. In the time of Christ it went by the name of Neapolis, a Roman port at the eastern end of the 900 mile Via Egnatia. This highway carried Roman legionaries all the way from Durres on the Adriatic coast, to the Aegean, to embark for Asia, Syria, Palestine and Egypt.

In 49AD a middle-aged Jewish rabbi landed at Neapolis, Paul of Tarsus. He was bringing to the European mainland the news of the Messiah, Jesus of Nazareth, Son of God, crucified and risen.

Originally Paul had no intention of preaching in Macedonia, in Europe. His second missionary journey had begun with a land trek from Antioch through Cilicia and Cappadocia - now central Turkey. Then something odd happened. The Holy Spirit actually prevented him - somehow - from preaching in Asia (western Turkey) or Bithynia and Pontus (northern Turkey). Puzzled, he went

down to the coast at Troas. By night he had a vision (Acts 16:9). A Macedonian appeared and kept urging him in these words - "Come across to Macedonia and help us."

Soon Paul, Silas, Timothy and probably Luke too had embarked for Europe. They passed Samothrace and next day reached Neapolis. As Paul stepped ashore in Europe for the first time, he would have seen a small military port - not overshadowed as it is now by the Byzantine castle and the domed Church of the Falling-Asleep of the Virgin.

Ten miles up the Via Egnatia lay Roman Phillippi, Paul's first target, the principal colony of the province. On the plain nearby Mark Antony and Octavian had routed the armies of Brutus and Cassius. The victors had settled generous estates upon their officers and guardsmen. Colonist farmers had moved in, adding to the Roman character of the Macedonian city. The ruins of the city walls show that this city, "the Gate of Europe and Asia" was over a kilometer wide.

What sort of a city did Paul see? Basilicas, fountains, temples, forum, library, gymnasium. Religiously speaking it was pluralistic, with Roman gods added to local Thracian deities. On the slopes of the Acropolis stood a shrine to the Egyptian idols too. The semicircular theatre carved out of the hillside dated from the fourth century BC. To the west, Mount Pangeion rose into fluffy clouds, its slopes hiding valuable deposits of gold.

Many of the grandest edifices one sees today came after Paul's time – the splendid forum, the gymnasium, and evidently the four Christian basilicas. Nevertheless it must have been deeply impressive even in 49 AD.

Paul's interest lay not in buildings, but in souls. On the Sabbath, Paul went out of the city to a place by the nearby River Zygaklis, where the Jews convened to play. Evidently they had no synagogue within the walls. St Luke records: "We sat down and preached to the women who had come to the meeting. One of these was called Lydia, a woman from the town of Thyateira, who was in the purple dye trade, and who revered God. She listened to us, and the Lord opened her heart to accept what Paul was saying."

Paul baptised Lydia and her household, probably in the site marked by a glade of lime-trees just west of the city gate. An artificial island has been built in the river, really a fast flowing brook. One stream is channeled through a "baptistery" with "living water". Rows of stone seats surround the central cross-shaped pool, through which the pressing waters gush.

I found the site intensely moving. Here the baptism of Europe began. From this European Jordan, the waters of eternal life flowed out to wash the shores of Greece and Italy, Gaul and Spain - to make Europe the Christian continent par excellence. This was no accident, no mere coincidence, but part of the Divine plan, as Pope Benedict said in his Regensburg lecture. Christian revelation combined with Greek philosophy to give the world a perennial and eternal wisdom.

In the field beside the river the Greek Orthodox have constructed a large baptistery-church in honour of St Lydia. Cool in the afternoon heat, lined with marbles and mozaics, it centres on an octagonal baptismal pool and font. Above in the cupola is a stunningly vivid mozaic of Christ's baptism in the Jordan. The architecture reflects that of the Octagon in the ancient city, Philippi's first cathedral whose ruins date from 320 AD.

The Greek Orthodox retain this admirable ability to build in continuity with the ancient past. Modern churches are often architecturally similar to those from the 11th or the 6th century, except that the frescoes and icons in the new churches are brighter, more complete and more discernible. Some might interpret this conservatism as a sign of stagnation, but better to see it as a proof of historical continuity. The Greek Church comes directly from the apostles, despite its quarrels with Rome and the West.

St Lydia, Europe's first convert Christian, insisted on putting Paul and his companions up in her own home, not taking No for an answer. But Paul's stay in Philippi was dramatically curtailed. A slave girl possessed of a spirit of divination started following him daily, crying out: "These men

are servants of the Most High God and are declaring to you a way of salvation."

She had the demon of the serpent Python of the Delphic oracle, and made healthy profits for her owners by her fortune telling.

One might have thought that Paul would not object to a little free advertising, even from the evil spirits. Evidently her incessant utterances became a distraction, and exasperated him. So he exorcised her on the spot. Bad mistake? The girl's owners saw the value of their shares plunge in an instant. The demon, along with her soothsaying abilities, had disappeared.

In revenge, they dragged Paul and Silas [did Luke and Timothy slip away in the melee?] before the magistrates. "These men are creating a disturbance in our city. They are Jews and are advocating practices which it is illegal for us Romans to adopt and follow."

The magistrates ordered a peremptory flogging for Paul and Silas and jailed them for the night. A room beneath one of the Christian basilicas by tradition marks the site of their imprisonment.

While the apostles were singing hymns at midnight (as one does!} - a seismic shock hit the prison and all the prisoners' fetters sprang open. The jailer, finding the doors open, thought all his clients had escaped, and was only dissuaded from self-murder by Paul. "What shall I do to be saved?" he begged. A traumatic conversion experience indeed. Paul explained the Gospel, and baptised him and all his household. The next morning, on account of his being a Roman citizen, Paul won a grovelling apology from the city officials for his illegal treatment, and departed for Thessalonika.

From these inauspicious roots, from Lydia and the gaoler and their families and friends, sprang the Christian community of Phillippi. They seem to have been particularly dear to Paul's heart, and gave him much material support. He revisited them perhaps twice on his third mission, and wrote the New Testament Letter to the Philippians either from Ephesus or later in his Roman captivity.

From the end of state persecution in 313 AD, Philippi thrived as a Christian city. The ruins of four early basilicas survive, along with the bishop's house and pilgrim quarters. It became the seat of a Metropolitan Archbishop with five suffragan sees.

Decline set in after 600 AD with the attacks of Slavs, Goths and Bulgarians. After the Turkish occupation of 1387 the area was abandoned. Darkness fell as the grim years of the "Tourkokratia" oppressed the Greeks with slavery, child abduction and heavy taxation. For 400 years the nation was cut off from all progress and civilisation, until the Ottoman Empire collapsed and independence was won back. Soil and weeds engulfed the ruins of Philippi, until the archaeologists arrived to remind us of its erstwhile glories.......

