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Between the Sth and 6th centuries, especially
during the period when Emperor Justinian
promoted the restoration of varlous churches in
the Byzantine Empire, the Basilica of the Nativity
was also renovated. During this time, the
phenamenon of monasticism grew to such an
extent that the Judean Desert became the most
stgnificant manastic center in the Christian world,
Many monasteries arose around Bethlehbem, such
as those of Siyar el-Ghanam, Bir el-Qutt, Biyar
Luga, and Khirbet el-Juhdum, especially studied by
the Franciscan archaeologist Virgilio Corbo
betwean 1951 and 1953,

The monastery of Siyar el-Ghanam, near the village
of Beit Sahour, which means "house of the watcher
by night' was bullt over pre-existing Roman
structures, likely used as shelters For sheep and
shepherds (as Implied by the place name,
"sheepfold”), The current ruins of the monastery
reveal the agricultural nature of the settlement:
klins, presses For oll and wine production, grain
mills, cellars, stables, and cisterns for collecting
rainwater. The structures unearthed include
courtyards, a refectory, and & church,

MONK'S HOUSE

B Sabur

My home is called a "monastery™ a name from Greek, which
means the place where monks live. This building is large, with
plenty of space, constructed with stone walls and tiled roofs. On
the tiles, there are often stamps of various shapes, sometimes in
the form of crosses!
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The monks sustained themselves
through the work of their hands,
cultivating the land and tending lts
Fruits. For them, *‘manual labor® was
not just work but a form of prayer,
exemplified by Saint Benedict who
lived in italy in the 6th century AD,
during the same period as the monks
of the monastery of Siyar el-Ghanam,

From the way of life of Saint Benedict
arose the Latin motto "Ora et labora
meaning "Pray and work.” This motto
remains in Force in Benedictine
monasteries today, but it also deeply
expresses the way of life of monks in
the East between the Sth and 7th
centuries, IF liFe Is a response to Him who creates you, whom you recognize
In every aspect of creation, what is work then? What does it mean
ta work? In work, one manipulates reality, participating In some
way in the work of redeeming creation that began with the
sacrifice of Christ. Life |s indeed expressed in work as a task to
save the world, to bring and prociaim to the world the peace that
comes from Christ. Therefore, no work is too humble; each
person in their place contributes to the same work,

The monks lived in a highly arganized community, with different
roles covering the various needs of their life. There was the
abbot, the steward, the cook, the gatekeeper, the baker, the
miller, those who harvested ollves and grapes, and those who
processed their julces To bulld or repalr the monastery, there
were even monks who were architects! Occaslonally, there were
monks who also knew how to care For others, acting as
nurse-monks.

WORK

My task is to gather olives or grapes, depending on the season,
and then help those in need among my brothers. While | work, |
think about the One who makes all things. | offer to God the effort
| make, however small it may be, so | help Him save the world!
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OIL AND WINE

In the monastery, we have rooms where we prepare oil and wine
by pressing olives or grape clusters with specific machines. Once
the juices are ready, we pour them into large jars in our cave
cellars, so we have them fresh throughout the year!




From a courtyard of the monastery, one could descend to a series
of rooms that, according to Father Virgllio Corbo, constituted the
“bakery of the monastery” Here, a millstone was also Found, used
for grinding wheat ta obtain Flour for making bread dough. With
water, a round loaf was Formed, which was baked in the adjacent
oven

The bakery, as was comman In monasteries of that period, was
meant to serve not only the dally bread needs of the monastic
community but also the Eucharist celebrated in the church.
Indeed, the mosaic Floor was decorated with symbols and
inscriptions: the cross on the Golaotha mountain, along with
Greek writings invoking the Lord's help and protection.

The bread used For mass could also be marked with symbals and
Inseriptions, The most common Inscription was "lesus Christ has
conquered (death)” Special stamps made of stone, bronze, or
wood were used For this purpose, This practice has continued to
the present day in the Greek Orthodox Church.

Other special breads were called "eulogla,” which means "blessing”
Unlike the Eucharistic bread, which could only be consumed by
those recelving communion, the eulogia was distributed to
everyone on special Festive occaslons. This Is evident Ffrom the
design and Inscription on the stamp made specifically For this
purpose.

In & small bakery In Beit Sahur, they stlll hand-stamp breads For
memorial or salnt's Feast days. These breads are sold and
distributed among Friends and Faithful to celebrate together.
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THE BREAD

For us monks, bread is both the Food that Fills our bellies and, in
the Mass, becomes the body of Jesus, To make the bread, we use
wheat that we buy from Far away, from Jordan, near a mount

called Machaerus, and it is transported on boats across the Dead

Sea! Then we grind it..




Just like prayer, meals were also a communal experience, The monks
gathered at least once a day in the refectory or courtyard, sitting on mats
or directly on the Floor In a circle, In weaithler monasteries, there were
even tables and benches

Meal times were not just For nourishment but also for learning to
practice charity among the brothers. Often, meals were eaten in silence,
with each monk ensuring that his neighbor had enough food in his bowl
or that the water jug was within reach. This reminded the monks that
skmply filling the stomach does not bring Fuliness to life: it Is glving to
others and serving them that brings joy even in eating and drinking, Mar
Saba expressed this sentiment, saying, "He who tames his belly and his
tongue will be saved!” [painted on one of the columns of the Basilica of
the Mativity],

The staple food was bread, It was prepared and baked once a week and then stored in special containers to
keep |t Fresh. Sometimes, monks would eat only bread with a bit of salt, accompanied by water. In the
monastery gardens, they grew various seasonal vegetables, Onions, carrots, cabbage, and wild herbs were
used to make soups or cooked dishes, often comblned with lequmes such as beans, peas, and chickpeas.
The monk cook had a lot ko manage In the kitchen. He had to be very careful not to break the pottery dishes
and pots, which were quite fragile, He likely had helpFul assistants to wash and chop vegetables.

Meat was almost entirely Forbidden and only occasionally distributed during major feasts. For significant
Iiturgical celebrations, milk, cheese, eggs, and sometimes Fish were served,

Pilgrims and friends of the monks would bring arain and vegetables to the monastery or leave monetary
offerings to support them.

COMMUNITY LIFE

When we eat, we sit on the ground in a circle and take with bread
what the cook has prapare‘? that day! | really enjoy dipping bread
in wine, and | have a sweet tooth For the delicious soups,
especially the one made with chickpeas and onions.




"Once this ¢ Ity had an imp ive perimeter
both in terms of the strength of its walls and its
aesthetic grandeur. Nothing was mare beautiful and
Fastinating in distant epochs than the monastery. The
walls defended against enemies, even physical anes;
the beauty of its architecture had only one rival; the
beauty of the chants and prayers offered within
those walls,

Now things have become more spiritual more subtle,
seeming more insubstantial; those walls, over a meter
thick, are no longer there, nor are those vaults, those
spaces that alone drew the soul, nor that captivating
allure of reqular chant and prayer.

There is a community among us, our Friendship, in
which everything depends on the consclousness of
lts members, This community must replace those
walls, must trace the echo of those chants, those
prayers; it must inspire a gaze that somehow
perceives the physical allure of God within His reality
in the world, the ailure of the sign of Christ, that
attraction which is the sign of Christ”

- Father Lulgl Glussani
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L'AMICIZIA

One day, my monk brothers and | realized we could no longer stay
in our monastery. Sadly, our Friends could no longer reach us. So,
we left those walls to embrace the whole world, just as Jesus did
by stretching out His arms on the cross to embrace me, you, and

all people who desire happiness!




Is there a man who seeks to live

Fully and desires happy days?

(Psalm 34)




