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CHURCH OF THE APOSTLES
Founn ox Mz ZioN

BARGIL PIXNER

| BELIEVE that the famous Church of the Apostles, intended to mark

the site where the apostles prayed when they returned from the Mount
of Olives after witnessing Christ's post-resurrection assent to heaven
(Acts 1:1-13), can still be found on the southwestern hill of Jerusalem,
today called Mt Zion. Thiswas aso the traditional site of the Last
Supper. There too Peter delivered the famous Pentecost sermon that is
recorded in Acts 2.

Paradoxically, what remains of the Church of the Apostlesis now part
of the structure traditionally venerated as the tomb of King David. The
second floor of this structure, however, is still revered as the cenacle,
the traditional room of the Last Supper.

Our demonstration isin three steps.

Thefirst oneisthe easiest and is not really disputed by any serious
body of scholarship. That is, that the structure in which the traditional
tomb of David islocated on Mt. Zion isrealy a Roman-period
synagogue and not the tomb of David.
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The second step in my argument is that this was not a usual Jewish
synagogue, but a Judeo-Christian Synagogue.

At first, places where Jewish Christians worshipped were of course
called synagogues. Only later, as | will explain, did Christian places of
worship come to be called churches instead of synagogues. And at
some time after that, this particular Judeo-Christian synagogue became
known as the Church of the Apostles. Demonstrating this last statement
will be the third part of my argument.

The traditional tomb of King David islocated on Mt. Zion because the
Bible tells us he was buried within the city. In 1 Kings 2:10, we read,
"Then David slept with his fathers, and was buried in the city of
David." Burials aimost always occurred outside the city, so as not to
contaminate the city with the impurity associated with a dead body. An
exception to thisrulein Israglite history was the royal line from David
to Ahaz.1

1 "And Solomon slept with his The Odyssey of Mt. Zion
fathers and was buried in the

e Davio dhiviine If you ask a policeman in Jerusalem where Mt. Zion is (or look on a
i}hgi)-lj%rl'ag_ K9, 5% map), hewill direct you to abroad hill south of the walled Old City.
(verse 51 in Hebrew): 2 There are, in fact, two hills that extend south from the Old City,
Kings 12:21 (verse 22 in divided by the Tyropoeon Valley. The western hill iswhat is today
Hebrew), 14:20, 15:7,38, called Mt. Zion. The western hill is much larger, broader and higher;

16:20. the eastern hill is narrower, lower and steeply sloped.

Until about 100 or 150 years ago, scholars were generally agreed that
this western hill was where the City of David had been located. So
there was little reason to question the traditional site of David's tomb
on Mt. Zion.

But then the early explorers and archaeol ogists got into the act. In
1838, the American Orientalist Edward Robinson crawled through a
fantastic tunnel under the eastern hill that carried water from the Gihon
Spring on the eastern side of the eastern hill to the other side of this
hill. What was this tunnel doing under the eastern hill? In 1880, an
ancient Hebrew inscription found carved into the wall of this tunnel

hel ped the German architect Conrad Schick to identify the tunnel as the
one that Judah's King Hezekiah constructed to bring water into
Jerusalem, in the late eighth century B.C., in anticipation of an
Assyrian siege, as described in the Bible (2 Kings 18:13-19:37; 2
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2 Hershel Shanks, "The City
of David After Five Years of
Digging” BAR, November/
December 1985.

Chronicles 32).

But the mystery deepened: What was al this doing under the eastern
hill? A subsequent century of excavation has now conclusively
established that the Canaanite (or Jebusite) city that David captured in
about 1000 B.C. and that then became known as the City of David (2
Samuel 5:7) was on the eastern hill, not on the western hill. The reason
why is clear: The abundant waters of the Gihon Spring flow at the base
of the eastern hill.

Today, the western hill is still called Mt. Zion, but the eastern hill is
known as the City of David.

Indeed, Zion has been something of a movable mountain. The Bible
tells us that David captured Metsudat Tsion, the fortress of Zion (2
Samuel 5:7). As noted above, archaeologists have established beyond
cavil that the original City of David and the original Mt. Zion (Zion I)
that David captured were on the eastern hill. The recent excavations on
the eastern hill led by the late Yigal Shiloh may even have uncovered
the substructure of the fortress of Zion — the famous stepped-stone
structure, the largest structure ever uncovered in Iron Age Isragl, afull

five stories high.2

King Solomon, David's son, built his palace and a Temple to the Lord
on a hill north of King David's city, on what is today still called the
Temple Mount, the jewel of the Old City, with the Dome of the Rock at
its center. Even in Biblical times, the site of Zion seemsto have shifted,
for the Temple Mount became known as Zion (Zion I1). This shift to
the Temple Mount is already noticeable in Isaiah (for example, Isaiah
60:14) and in the Psalms, but is especialy clear in the First Book of

M accabees (4:37,60, 5:54, 7:33).

So it remained until the Roman destruction of Jerusalemin 70 A.D. At
that time, the Romans utterly destroyed the city, including the Temple,
and in time people wondered where the ancient Davidic fortress could
have been. First century residents of Jerusalem could not imagine the
splendid palace of David having stood on the lowly eastern hill.
Common opinion held that it must have stood on the highest hill of the
city asthey perceived it, the western hill. The first-century Jewish
historian Josephus already refers to the City of David on the western
hill.3 In this way athird place, the western hill, became known as Mt.
Zion (Zion 111), which name it still retains, athough erroneously.
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4 Raymond WEeill, Le Cite de
David, 2 vol. (Paris, 1920
and 1947); and Hershel
Shanks, The City of David: A
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(Washington: BAS, 1973),
pp. 99-108.

5> Nehemiah tells us that
"Shallum rebuilt the Fountain
Gate" and then "built the wall
of the Pool of Solomon at the
royal garden as far as the
stairs that go down from the
City of David" (Nehemiah
3:15). This clearly places the
City of David on the eastern
hill. The next verse contains
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the wall repair "opposite
David's tomb." The tomb of
David must have lain inside
the city wall, not far from the
Siloam Pool, yet still at a
distance from the Temple
Mount, precisely where the
tombs Weill found are
located.

6 Jewish Antiquities 7.393;
16.179-183.

7 Roman History 69:14.

8 Tosephta, Baba Bathra 1:

The Wandering Tomb of King David

Like Zion, David's tomb aso did some moving about. The French
archaeologist Raymond Weill, excavating on the eastern hill in 1913,
uncovered a number of cave tombs, including three beautiful horizontal
gallery-graves.# Weill believed he had uncovered the royal necropolis
within the City of David. Many archaeologists still agree. But if thisis
not exactly where David was buried, his burial must have been
elsewhere in the City of David — on the eastern hill.

In ancient times the tomb of David was of course well known, but it is
difficult to learn from these ancient references just where it was
located. Nehemiah refers to the tomb of David in his description of the
rebuilding of the walls of Jerusalem when the exiles returned from
Babylon in the late sixth century B.C. (Nehemiah 3:16). From this

description it appears he located David's tomb on the eastern hill.>

Josephus reports that Herod the Great (37-4 B.C.) secretly tried to rob
the treasure hidden in David's tomb. When two of Herod's clandestine
diggers met a mysterious death, fear overcame Herod and he ordered a
tomb-memorial erected at the site.® This memorial is no doubt what
Peter isreferring to in his great Pentecost sermon (Acts 2) when he
says that "[King] David's tomb [Greek, mnena] is with usto this

day" (Acts 2:29).

The Roman historian Dio Cassius (c. 150-235 A.D.) tells us that this
tomb-memorial withstood the Roman destruction of Jerusalemin 70 A.
D., but collapsed shortly before the Second Jewish Revolt against
Rome (132-135A.D.).7

The last person we know of who knew the exact location of David's
tomb was Rabbi Akiva. Eventually executed by the Romans for his
support of the Second Jewish Revolt, Akiva was once asked why the
graves of the Davidic dynasty were allowed within the city walls
despite the fact that this would cause an area to be impure. He
responded that the impurity of the graves was led out of the city
through arock channel into the Kidron River.8 Thisisimportant
because the Kidron lies on the east side of the eastern hill. It clearly
indicates that he placed the royal tombs on the eastern slope of the
eastern hill close to the Kidron Valley, just where Weill discovered the
tomb complex. Akiva's testimony provides an additional reason to
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states: "Beit Lahem
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believe David's tomb was on the eastern hill.

After the Roman emperor Hadrian suppressed the Second Jewish
Revolt, Jews were banned from the city. Jerusalem was rebuilt as a
Roman colony called Aelia Capitolina. For that purpose the area of the
"royal tombs" found by Weill on the eastern hill was used as a quarry.

According to some scholars, the destruction of the area of the royal
tombs and the banishment of Jews from Jerusalem led many Jewsto
venerate the tomb of David in Bethlehem, where he had been born.
This new localization of David's tomb was soon followed by
Christians, who found support for thisin the Gospel of Luke, which
refers to Bethlehem, where Jesus was born, as "the City of

David" (Luke 2:4,11), although the Bible originally used this term for
the eastern hill of Jerusalem. The first Christian witness to the view
that David was buried in Bethlehem was the church father Eusebius. In
his famous Onomasticon (c. 330 A.D.), he relates that both David and

his father Jesse are buried in Bethlehem.®

In 333 A.D. aman known to us only as the Pilgrim of Bordeaux visited
the Holy Land and left us a very interesting and reliable itinerary. In his
itinerary he states that not far from the Church of the Nativity in
Bethlehem is a cave tomb containing the remains not only of David,

but also of Solomon and other members of the family of Jesse.0

Another anonymous pilgrim, this one from Piacenza, Italy, came to the
Holy Land in about 570 A.D. The Piacenza Pilgrim writes that "amile
from Bethlehem, in the suburb, David's body lies buried near that of his
son Solomon." 11

Moslems continued to venerate the tombs of David and Solomon in
Bethlehem until the 14th century,!2 though in the tenth century a new
Christian tradition had begun to develop that placed David's tomb on
the western hill, which had long been identified, if incorrectly, as Mt.
Zion.

We find the first reference to this relocation in a very confused
document called "The Life of Saint Helene and Constantine," written in
the tenth century by an unidentified Greek author to eul ogize the work

of Emperor Constantine's mother Helena.13
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