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CONTESTED ORTHODOXY:  
LATINS AND GREEKS IN  

LATE MEDIEVAL JERUSALEM 

Abstract
Starting in the ninth century, Latin-Greek debates on orthodoxy led to the 
flourishing of the heresiological genre of the so-called “lists of errors”. This article 
discusses the case of the “Greek errors” listed by Latin authors living in the Holy 
Land, especially those produced by Franciscan friars, who settled in Jerusalem as 
the exclusive representatives of the Roman Church in the fourteenth century. The 
article explores in detail one of the errors included in the Latin lists, namely the 
descent of the Holy Fire on Holy Saturday at the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.

Key words: Jerusalem, Church of the Holy Sepulchre, Franciscans, Holy Fire, 
crusades, “lists of errors”

The claim of “orthodoxy” (correct belief) for a certain creed implies 
the heterodoxy of beliefs that differ from the adopted norm. The history 
of Christianity bears the sign of these two conflicting notions.1 This 
article explores Latin-Greek debates on orthodoxy (the correct belief) and 
orthopraxy (the correct practice of this belief) in late medieval Jerusalem. 
It focuses on the Latin view, understood in the larger context of Latin-
Greek polemics. The first part sketches the general context of Latin-Greek 
encounters in Jerusalem from the eleventh to the fifteenth century. The 
second discusses the so-called “lists of errors” produced by Latin authors 
to denounce Greek beliefs which they deemed heterodox. The last part 
is dedicated to the exploration of an “error” particular to the Hagiopolite 
Church, namely the descent of the Holy Fire. 
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A Contentious Encounter: Latins and Greeks

In her seminal book, Inventing Latin Heretics. Byzantines and the 
Filioque in the Ninth Century, Tia Kolbaba has shown how the encounter 
of Latin and Greek missionaries in the territory of the yet unconverted 
Bulgar khanate led to a better knowledge of the increasingly different 
dogma and liturgy of the two Churches. Missionaries sent from Aachen and 
Rome and, respectively, Constantinople, were competing for the souls of 
the Bulgars. In this context of proselytism, the Greek missionaries become 
aware of the Latin dogma of the Filioque (the procession of the Holy Spirit 
from the Son) and of Roman customs (such as the use of unleavened 
bread in the Eucharist), which they deemed abhorrent and branded their 
advocates as heretics.2 Thus, the ninth century marks the turning point, 
when the two Chalcedonian Churches and their heads, the pope of Rome 
and the patriarch of Constantinople, started to refer more often to the 
other’s teaching as “heretical”.3 The crusader conquest of Jerusalem and 
the establishment of the Latin Principalities in Syria and Palestine resulted 
in similar encounters, in forced coexistence and the sharing of shrines by 
Latins and Greeks, in what Christopher MacEvitt has described as “rough 
tolerance”.4 Following the fall of Jerusalem to the Christian army on 15 
July 1099, a Latin patriarch was consecrated for the see of Jerusalem and 
Latin clergy had precedence in liturgical services at the Holy Sepulchre.5 
However, this change in hierarchy did not result in the exclusion of the 
Greek Orthodox. On the contrary, other local Christian denominations, 
such as the Syrian Orthodox and the Armenians were admitted to the 
service of the Holy Sepulchre.6

The conquest of Jerusalem by the Crusader armies brought Latin 
Christianity to the fore in the Holy Land. The teaching, liturgy and 
particularly the hierarchy of the Roman Church superseded the local 
ecclesiastical structures. However, in spite of Roman primacy, supported 
by the secular lords, the Greeks maintained their parallel hierarchies, their 
liturgies, and, at least in the Judean Desert, their monasteries.7 This is a 
state of affairs that even Jacques de Vitry, the thirteenth century bishop 
of Acre, chronicler of the crusades and connoisseur of all things oriental, 
had to acknowledge: 

They do not really obey their Latin bishops, to whom they only pay 
lip service fearing the [Latin] secular lords. They have their own Greek 
bishops, so that they do not fear the Latins’ excommunications or whatever 
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other judgements in the least, unless this would stop our lay people to do 
business with them. But, among themselves, they say that all Latins were 
excommunicated, which means that their sentences are not binding on 
others.8

As it will be detailed in what follows, living at close quarters and 
celebrating in the same church increased the outpour of polemical 
literature, Latin and Greek, produced in the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem. 
Yet, this enforced coexistence led to a complex liturgical status, 
exemplified best by the case of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Daniel 
Galadza has showed that the crusader rule in Jerusalem marked the final 
stage in the process of “Byzantinization”, that is the adoption by the 
Hagiopolite Greek Church of the Constantinopolitan liturgical rite. This 
process ended in the twelfth century, when the Constantinopolitan liturgies 
of St. John Chrysostom and St. Basil the Great replaced the local liturgy 
of St. James the Brother of the Lord.9 Galadza describes the Hagiopolite 
liturgical life as “worship in captivity”, first under Muslim rule from 638 
to 1099, then under the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem from 1099 to 1187.10 
Under Latin rule, the Greek Church of Jerusalem kept its allegiance to the 
Emperor in Constantinople and remained in communion with the Great 
Church. Thus, the complete Byzantinization of the local Greek Orthodox 
Church was a byproduct of Latin rule in Jerusalem. Adopting the liturgy 
of Constantinople reinforced the Byzantine identity of the Greek Church 
and signaled its allegiance to the tenets of Constantinopolitan orthodoxy 
because “Observing the liturgy of Constantinople could have been seen 
as a sign of Orthodoxy”.11 

Galadza has further argued that in spite of Latins and Greek celebrating 
in close proximity at the Holy Sepulchre, Greek liturgical sources do not 
mention the Latin presence.12 Indeed, reading the liturgical instructions 
from the so-called “Typikon of the Anastasis”, which mentions processions 
to Hagiopolite churches long destroyed  or fallen into disrepair, one would 
think that this twelfth-century book describes the liturgy of the Holy City 
in its heyday, prior to the Muslim conquest of 638.13 Galadza interprets 
the Greeks’ silence as a signal of their refusal to celebrate with Latins. 
Although this might hold true for the Greek side, although there are hints 
in the Latin sources that Greek clergy occasionally did participate in Latin-
led ceremonies, the Latins’ apparent flexibility in allowing the local clergy 
to celebrate in their own rite might have another explanation, rooted in 
the Latin tradition. A version of this possible explanation was given by 
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the Dominican friar Riccoldo da Monte di Croce, a seasoned missionary, 
who travelled extensively in the East in the second part of the thirteenth 
century. In his Libellus ad nationes orientales, a handbook written for 
the instruction of aspirant Dominican missionaries, he compiled a list of 
rules for approaching Eastern Christians. One of these rules reads thus:

The third rule [when discussing with Eastern Christians] is that it is necessary 
to know the opinions, motivations and reasons of every sect, and whether 
they err or not in things fundamental to the faith, so that it is known who are 
heretics and who are not. Because they are permitted to have a different rite, 
which does not pose any danger as long as we agree on the faith, because 
the Christian faith is one, as God is one. Thus, the Apostle in Ephesians 4: 
‘One God, one faith etc’. He does not say ‘one rite’. However, the brothers 
often fight with them pointlessly about ritual differences, when they should 
bring them back to the one faith, not to the one rite.14

Riccoldo expresses here the Roman view on liturgical diversity, which 
was acceptable provided that the unity of faith was insured. In this, the 
Dominican followed the teaching of Augustine and Gregory the Great 
and the Dominican master Thomas Aquinas, who saw different liturgical 
customs as traditions of various local Churches, an assertion repeated 
by Latin authors throughout the Middle Ages in their dialogue with the 
Greeks.15 Thus, a likely explanation for the preservation of liturgical 
individualism at the time of the Crusader Kingdom, in spite of Latin 
dominance, comes on the one hand from the Latin patristic teaching on 
liturgical diversity, and, on the other hand, from the Greeks’ allegiance 
to Constantinople, seen as the see of orthodoxy.16

Saladin’s conquest of Jerusalem in 1187 put an end to this precarious 
balance. Latin clergy were expelled from Jerusalem17 and the Greek clergy 
recovered their primary status at the Holy Sepulchre. Latins received again 
the right of permanent presence at the Church of the Holy Sepulchre 
only in the 1330s, when Franciscan friars settled in Jerusalem as Latin 
guardians of the Holy Places, where they have remained ever since. The 
friars’ restoration to the Holy Land is linked to the patronage of the king 
of Naples, Robert of Anjou (1309-1343) and queen Sancha of Mallorca 
(1309-1345), his wife. Sometime in the early 1330s, the Angevin kings 
bought from the Mamluk sultan of Egypt, al-Malik al Nāsir Muhammad 
(1310-1341), the right for the friars to settle in Jerusalem and to serve in 
the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, together with the Eastern Christians. 
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Queen Sancha also bought a plot of land on Mount Sion, where the friars’ 
Jerusalem convent was erected.18 Two bulls issued in November 1342 
by pope Clement VI, Gratias agimus and Nuper carissimae, confirmed 
the friars’ appointment as guardians of the Holy Places and stressed the 
role of liturgy in their mission.19 Moreover, papal documents issued for 
the benefit of the Jerusalem friars continued to emphasize their ministry 
to “celebrate masses and other divine offices” (ibi celebrare missas et alia 
divina officia) at the Holy Places.20

This article explores the friars’ relations with their Greek counterparts 
in the fifteenth century, seen in the larger historical context of the Latin 
presence at the Church of the Holy Sepulchre from 1099. If in the days of 
the crusader rule the Latin clergy played a primary role in the ceremonial 
life of the Holy Sepulchre, under Mamluk rule they, and all Hagiopolite 
Christians, were a tolerated presence.21 Thus, Latin-Greek relations were 
shaped by a new historical context: both communities had to acquiesce 
in the restrictions governing the life of non-Muslims under Muslim rule.22 
This was yet another period of “worship in captivity” for the Hagiopolite 
Church, only this time all Churches were captive, including the Latins. 
In terms of Latin-Greek relations, the era is marked by the incremental 
alienation between Rome and Constantinople, echoed by developments 
in Jerusalem. 

Franciscans residing in Jerusalem testify to this spike in animosity 
in their writings. Francesco Suriano, custos of the Holy Land (superior 
of the Jerusalem Franciscans) from 1493-1495 and again from 1512-
151523, delivered in his Trattato di Terra Santa e dell’Oriente a likely 
explanation for this state of affairs. He mentioned the two failed councils 
that ought to have led to the union of the two Churches, Lyon (1274) and 
Florence (1438-1439), and decried the rejection of the Florentine union 
at Constantinople.24 If references to the Greeks as “heretics” before the 
two councils were relatively uncommon, Latins speaking rather about 
their “errors” that could be corrected25, particularly after the Council of 
Florence, in Latin writings on the Holy Land, the “heretic” tag becomes the 
norm. This holds through for treatises written both in the West and in the 
Holy Land. Crusader authors rarely referred to the Greeks as “heretics”.26 
But by the end of the fifteenth century, what Suriano wrote about the 
Greeks, with whom he was enclosed in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre 
and thus knew well, became the norm:
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These perfidious heretics boast that they are better than us, and holier, 
because both clergy and laymen fast five times a year, when they [actually] 
do not fast, but they just do not eat meat and dairy.27

This attribute of “perfidious heretics” and its more popular variant, pessimi 
heretici28 (the worst heretics), were reciprocated in Greek heresiological 
writings, where the epithet “heretic” attached to Latins was a constant in 
polemical writings from the ninth century onwards.29 The same Suriano 
registered a practice, which so far I was not able to confirm with another 
source, which had the Greeks excommunicate the Latins on Good Friday:

Also, every year on Good Friday, they publicly excommunicate the pope of 
Rome and all his followers as heretics and accursed; to which the faithful 
gathered in church respond: Anathema nachusi [Ἀνάθεμα νὰ ἔχωσι], which 
means, let them be cursed.30 

Although he ascribed this ritual excommunication to the Orthodox Good 
Friday, the description fits better the public anathematization of heretics 
on the Greek Orthodox Feast of Orthodoxy (first Sunday of Lent), when 
the Synodikon of Orthodoxy was read.

Apart from the obvious animosity generated by the failed union, another 
explanation for the popularity of the “heretic” slur both in the West and 
in the East lies in the new life breathed by the scholastic preparation for 
the councils and the conciliar debates into an old heresiological genre, 
namely the  so-called “lists of errors”.

The “Lists of Errors”

The first encounter of Latins and Greeks in a competing territory of 
mission, in ninth-century Bulgaria, led to the writing of the first Greek 
treatises condemning the Filioque and the other Latin errors, by Photios, 
the then patriarch of Constantinople (858-867 and again from 877 to 866) 
and by the polemicist Niketas (Byzantios).31 These polemical treatises 
later started to circulate in an abridged format, as lists describing in a few 
lines each of the Latin errors. Apart from the Filioque, the major doctrinal 
difference, these lists usually condemned the Latins for: fasting on Saturday, 
not fasting properly during Lent, presbyterial celibacy, acknowledging the 
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validity of the sacrament of confirmation only when given by bishops, 
and the use of unleavened bread in the Eucharist.32 

In their turn, Latins were quick to produce their own treatises 
condemning Greek errors, which, in a similar manner, started to circulate 
in the abridged format of lists of the “errors of the Greeks”. Already at 
the time of the so-called “schism of Photios” (867-879), the patriarch’s 
nemesis, pope Nicholas I (858-867), asked Hincmar of Reims and the 
other Frankish bishops to write a reply in which to answer Photios’ 
accusations.33 In the six centuries following the “schism of Photios” a lot 
of ink was spilled in the West and in the East to comply and update these 
lists. Thus, after the doctrine of the Purgatory was adopted in the West in 
the thirteenth century, it immediately made its way into the Byzantine lists 
of the Latins’ errors. The lists were produced especially on two occasions: 
during moments of acute crisis between East and West (for instance the list 
produced by the patriarch of Constantinople Michael Keroularios after he 
excommunicated the papal legate Humber of Silva Candida in 1054) or 
when the union of the two Churches was negotiated (for instance Thomas 
Aquinas’ treatise Contra errores Graecorum).34 

The crusader conquest of Jerusalem in 1099 brought this heresiological 
genre to the Holy Land. Proximity and enforced coexistence made 
theological and liturgical differences manifest. Hence the flourishing 
of polemical literature. During the crusader rule describing the errors 
of local Christians (Greeks, Jacobites, Georgians, Armenians) became a 
staple of the Latin writing on the Holy Land.35 The heresiological output 
in Jerusalem was in sync with similar developments in the centers, Rome 
and Constantinople. 

In the eleventh and early twelfth century, the Byzantines saw the Latin 
use of unleavened bread in the Eucharist as their most serious error.36 
Similarly, Jerusalem and the Judean monasteries witnessed an outpour 
of polemical literature dedicated to the same problem, most notably the 
three treatises written by the Greek patriarch John VIII (c. 1106/1007), 
one of  which resulted from the debate he had in Jerusalem with a “Latin 
philosopher”.37 

However, in the following centuries, the focus returned to the doctrine 
of the Filioque and, in the context of union talks, to the matter of the papal 
primacy38, which reoccurs in all Latin lists of errors produced in Jerusalem 
in the fifteenth century. The deepening rift is patent in the language of lists 
written by Latins in the Holy Land. Jacques de Vitry produced probably the 
most popular “catalogue of errors” professed by Greeks and the other local 
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Christians.39 By the fourteenth century, this catalogue became a standard 
feature in Latin pilgrimage accounts.40 Thanks to the immense success of 
his Historia orientalis, the chapter on the Suriani, the local Christians who 
followed the Greek Orthodox rite, made its way in numerous treatises on 
the Holy Land written in the succeeding centuries. Although the bishop of 
Acre piled insults on the Greeks, whom he saw as prone to be subjected 
to others and “useless like women” (velut mulieres inutiles)41, he refrained 
from calling them heretics. They were schismatics and he listed the errors 
that brought them into conflict with the Roman Church: first and foremost, 
the rejection of the Filioque and the refusal to acknowledge the authority 
of Rome, which made them schismatics; the fact that they washed the 
altars on which Latins have celebrated; their use of  fermented bread in the 
Eucharist; allowing their lower clergy to marry; refusing to acknowledge 
the subdiaconate; simple priests confirming infants at baptism, not fasting 
but feasting on Saturdays, which made them “Judaizers”.42 

By the fifteenth century, Walter von Guglingen43, a German Franciscan 
who travelled to Jerusalem in 1483, blamed the Latin-Greek estrangement 
on the Greeks’ long descent into heresy.44 He acknowledged the apostolic 
roots of the Greek Church in Antioch and the illustrious history of the 
Constantinopolitan Church. However, he emphasized their loss of both 
the imperial and pastoral power to the city of Rome, “the mistress of the 
universal Church”, decline which he ascribed to the “unworthiness of their 
shepherds” (ex demeritis pastorum eorum per sucessum temporis sublata 
est eis tam pastoralis quam imperialis dignitas, translataque est ad egregiam 
civitatem dominamque universe ecclesie, Romam). Like other Latin authors 
writing after the debacle of the Council of Florence, Guglingen blamed 
the Greeks’ misfortune on their rejection of the decrees and teaching of 
the Roman Church. He referred to them in veterotestamentary words 
as a “stiff-necked people”45 (hec gens…dure cervicis), who, like the 
ancient Israelites, disobeyed God, in their case, by disobeying the Roman 
Church. Consequently, they fell into heresy and error, and continue to 
pour upon the peoples living in those regions “the venom of the worst 
heresy” (venenum pessime heresis). A list of errors follows this prologue 
to the chapter on De Grecis habitantibus in Iherusalem necnon in plaga 
orientalis. The last error discussed in this list was the Hagiopolite ceremony 
of the descent of the Holy Fire:

The tenth error is that the Greeks, for a long time now, have persuaded all 
their peoples living in the East, saying, and thus leading them astray, that 
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every year, on the Saturday of the Holy Easter, a new fire would descend 
from heaven into the Sepulchre of the Lord.46

As the only “error” originating in Jerusalem that made it into the lists, the 
discussion of the descent of the Holy Fire in this heresiological context 
deserves a more detailed analysis.

The Holy Fire 

Perhaps the most contentious ceremony carried out in the Church of 
the Holy Sepulchre was and remains the descent of the Holy Fire, that is 
the miraculous lightening of the lamps in the Sepulchre on Holy Saturday. 
In fact, the very entrance to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre bears the 
mark of controversies related to the descent of the Holy Fire. On the left 
hand of the entrance, one of the three Corinthian columns of the portal is 
split [Fig. 1 and 2]. This column is reverently touched and kissed by the 
faithful, who place little notes with their prayers inside the broken stone. 
This crack in the pillar is explained differently by two of the Christian 
denominations present at the Holy Sepulchre: the Greek Orthodox affirm 
that the Holy Fire burst out from that spot in 1547, when the Armenians 
managed to win the favour of the Ottomans and evicted them from the 
church; the Armenians explain the split in the column by referring to the 
year 1830, when they received the Holy Fire from that pillar, while the 
Greeks were expecting its descent inside the church.47 Throughout history, 
this fire, believed to descend from heaven, was appropriated for political 
and polemical reasons. In what follows, some examples from the fifteenth 
century are discussed.

The descent of fire from heaven in the Holy Sepulchre was first 
mentioned, by Christian and Muslim sources, in the late ninth century.48 
Most medieval Muslim authors described it as a ruse invented and 
carried out by the clergy serving at this church.49 Although they doubted 
its divine source, authors like al-Biruni in the tenth century mentioned 
that the Muslim potentates of the city came to the church to witness the 
ceremony.50 This conspicuous involvement of the Muslim lords of the city 
was confirmed by later sources, which also mention that this provided 
them with the opportunity to get money from the pilgrims gathered at the 
Holy Sepulchre.51
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Figure 1
(Photo by the author)
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Figure 2
(Photo by the author)
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The origins of this tradition remain obscure. One hypothesis links it 
to the ritual lighting of the pascal candle in the Latin Easter Vigil. The 
Jerusalem Holy Fire could be an adjustment of this Roman ritual brought to 
Jerusalem by Frankish monks in the ninth century. The eight-ninth centuries 
in Palestine saw the decline of the Christian community in Jerusalem, with 
many churches destroyed and abandoned. In these circumstances, the 
Judean monastic communities and the patriarch sought financial assistance 
both in Byzantium and in the West. Thus, it is probably in this context 
of contacts with Latin Europe that the ritual of the Holy Fire initiated in 
Jerusalem.52 Another hypothesis sees the origin of the Holy Fire ceremony 
in the late antique baptismal rite carried out at the Church of the Holy 
Sepulchre at the Easter Vigil.53

On Good Friday the Sepulchre was cleansed, all lamps put out and 
the door of the Edicule sealed. Christians from Jerusalem and monks from 
the Judean monasteries gathered at the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, 
where the patriarch led the office of the Holy Saturday, waiting for the 
miraculous descent of the Holy Fire that traditionally happened at the 
third hour (around 9AM). The patriarch entered the Sepulchre and shared 
the light with the faithful present in the church, who took it to churches, 
monasteries, and their own houses.54 

The arrival of the crusaders impacted on this Hagiopolite tradition. The 
first moment of tension appeared at Easter in 1101, when the miracle failed 
to occur in the accustomed manner. The narrative of the 1101 Easter testifies 
to the rifts dividing Franks and Eastern Christians. This remained a regular 
feature of their engagement around the miracle of the Holy Fire. Easter 1101 
happened in the second year of Latin rule in Jerusalem. If in their first Easter 
the conquerors partook in the liturgy conducted by the Greek clergy, by 1101 
the office had suffered alterations meant to reflect the Latin supremacy in 
the city, with the new Latin patriarch leading the ceremonies.55 The miracle 
was finally produced on Easter Sunday 1101, after much supplication, but 
the delay was interpreted differently by the involved parties: as a sign of the 
unworthiness and sin of the Latins who usurped the place of the Greeks in 
the service of the Holy Sepulchre (by Eastern Christians)56, as a confirmation 
of the righteousness of their cause as protectors of the Holy Land and local 
Christians who did not need the miracle after their arrival (by Latins)57, and 
as an opportunity to deal with a political enemy (by king Baldwin, who 
wanted to discredit the Latin patriarch, Daimbert of Pisa).58

Different narratives developed around the miracle (or its absence) 
serving the particular agendas of their authors’ communities. The meeting 
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of various branches of Christianity as witnesses of the miracle of the Holy 
Fire was fraught with enmity, providing all parties with a means to debate 
with their similar other59 about the rectitude of the type of Christianity 
they professed, which the Holy Fire was supposed to sanction. Thus, the 
miracle remained a constant in the polemic narratives of Eastern and 
Western Christians, even after pope Gregory IX denounced its veracity 
and forbade, in 1238, Latin Christians to partake in the ceremony.60 By the 
fifteenth century, in the accounts left by Latin witnesses, the ceremony was 
reduced to a rhetorical tool, fit to denounce the irrationality and heresy 
of the Greeks, and recorded as one of their “errors”.

This view was best expressed by Amedeus Boverii, a Franciscan from 
Dauphiné, who travelled and stayed with the Jerusalem Franciscans in 
the 1430s.61 He described his experience of the Holy Fire thus:

Likewise, in the night of the Resurrection a torch of fire appeared from 
above in this Sepulchre. To commemorate this event, on the same day, a 
fire is mysteriously lit and showed to the world from the window [of the 
Sepulchre]. This custom has been greatly abused and misrepresented. For 
now, the Saracens close the Sepulchre and people gather before the main 
gates to celebrate, as Greeks and other nations, with the exception of Latins, 
process around the Sepulchre with chants. Their priests are carried in on 
shoulders by four men, bearing candles in their hands and asking for fire 
from heaven. And after the procession is finished, Saracens run through 
the aforementioned gate and knock on it with sticks, as those vile heretics 
and schismatics [the Greeks] have showed them to, whilst secretly one 
of the Saracens enters the chapel and shows the light at the window from 
afar to all who are gathered there, fretting like animals. And the one who 
reaches the gate of the Sepulchre first is considered a blessed man by them. 
And after wicks and candles have been, with great difficulty, lit, they touch 
their faces and hands with that fire that they consider holy, because they 
strongly believe it descends from heaven. Which is a great scandal to the 
faith, because those dirty dogs [the Saracens] laugh at them [the Eastern 
Christians] and say that they are men of little faith, whilst the Latins are 
perfect in their faith. This is what I heard being told by those who lit the 
fire and show it to the others.62 

Boverii saw this ceremony as a tradition of the Jerusalemite church, which 
he could accept as a local custom, but which he felt obliged to reject 
as a genuine miracle. Thus, he used the word “custom” to describe it, 
whilst he usually referred to liturgical traditions associated with the Holy 
Sepulchre by misterium. Moreover, he stressed that this mere custom 
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“has been greatly abused and misrepresented” (ex qua consuetudine 
facta est abusio et illusio magna), its significance being manipulated into 
a pseudo-miracle. In this he was seconded by Guglingen, who called the 
whole thing a sham (illa truffa).63 

What Boverii found most disruptive was the involvement of Muslims 
in the production of this sham, which could only belittle the credibility of 
all Christians in the Holy Land. He blamed the Greeks, who in their hubris 
tried to prove the superiority of their brand of Christianity by determining 
the production of the miracle at the hands of their patriarch, of employing 
Muslims to enter the sealed Sepulchre and deceitfully light the Holy Fire. 
To him this was an offence to the faith and a disruptive scandal to the 
Christian community, because it provided their enemies with a chance 
to laugh at them and to point out the feebleness of the Christian faith. 
However, the friar was careful to note that this observation applied only 
to Greeks, as Muslims held the faith of the Latins to be “perfect”. 

In calling the miracle a scam, the friars were inadvertently in agreement 
with the Muslim opinion on the topic. Although the ceremony was 
attended by high ranking Muslim officials, Arab Muslim historians usually 
disregarded it as a ruse. They even explained the destruction of the Church 
of the Holy Sepulchre by al-Hākim in 1009 by the caliph’s rage at the 
Christian reverence towards this trickery.64 

In Suriano’s account we have a somewhat more colorful description 
of the Holy Fire, leading to a similar conclusion: this was a sham born 
out of Greek hubris, in which the friars did not believe and which they 
interpreted as a proof of the heresy of the “quelle natione” (i.e. the Eastern 
Christians). Explaining the layout of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, 
and the presence of an opening (window) in the gallery, Suriano offered a 
glimpse into how the descent of the Holy Fire was perceived by the friars:

The upper part of the gallery is open, like at Santa Maria Rotonda in 
Rome65 […]. This opening was made for two main reasons. First, to let 
light into the church. The other reason is that, as I read  in the Ordinal of 
the Divine Office, in this church, every year, on Holy Saturday, around 
the third hour, fire was seen coming from heaven into the Holy Sepulchre, 
where it lit all the lamps and the Paschal candle. I cannot describe the 
arrangements made by the person charged with the ceremony of the holy 
fire, the people’s cries and sobbing when God bestowed on them such a 
gift, the tears they shed piously and joyfully. Nor will I speak about their 
calls to heaven, the cries, sobbing and the pain when the miracle failed 
to occur in the accustomed manner, as if they were not worthy of such 
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a gift. This old ritual is still followed today by the local Christians. Men 
and women from Egypt, Syria, Pamphylia, Armenia and Lebanon come 
[to Jerusalem] for this ceremony and for the feast of Holy Saturday.  They 
call it id el nar, that is, the feast of the fire. But, we, the friars, think that in 
fact this fire does not descend from heaven. We affirm this, although the 
other Christians believe this lie to be the truth. Probably because of their 
sins and heresy, they lack the gift [ of discerning the truth].66

Thus, the creation of this opening was dictated by the necessity to allow 
some more light into the Sepulchre and to allow the descent of “fire 
from heaven” (foco dal zielo) on Holy Saturday. He has read about this 
tradition in the old Ordinal of the Church, by which he most likely meant 
a liturgical book describing the office in the crusader period, when Latin 
Christians partook in the event.67 Both the enthusiasm of the faithful when 
the miracle was timely bestowed and their clamorous disappointment 
when the fire failed do descend from heaven at the accustomed time (as 
it happened in 1101) were vividly described by Suriano. 

He made a clear distinction among these traditions observed in the old 
days (antiquamente) by the entire Christian community and the custom 
of his own days, when this particular celebration pertained exclusively 
to Eastern Christians. The discussion dedicated to the “fire from heaven” 
ended with a strong emphasis on the friars’ lack of involvement in the 
celebration, because “in their opinion” the fire did not have a divine 
origin and did not descend from heaven, and it was due to their sins and 
heresy that the other Christian nations believed this fallacy to be a miracle. 
Suriano continued by recording what the friars were doing while all this 
was happening in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre (in quell medesimo 
tempo). It follows that the brethren were locked in the church with the other 
Christians from Good Friday to Easter Sunday, with the friars conducting 
services on the Calvary and in the Sepulchre, separately from what was 
going on around them.68  

From his description it appears that Suriano witnessed the ceremony of 
the Holy Fire, which he recorded through the pre-established interpretative 
framework of us-and-them, as an indicator of the heterodoxy of Eastern 
Christians, with, however, the addition of some personal spiteful remarks 
about the Greeks.

What the fifteenth century accounts discussed here seem to make clear 
is that the perception of the miracle of the Holy Fire by the community 
of Latin Christians in Jerusalem continued in the strain established in 
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Western narratives after pope Gregory IX’s 1238 interdict, namely using 
this tradition as a means of emphasizing the errors of Eastern Christians. 
This watershed moment explains the contradicting observations, such 
as those left by Francesco Suriano, who appeared to agree with the 
tradition of the Holy Fire when practiced by Latins during their reign in 
Jerusalem but was quite ready to disown it in his own time. Born by direct 
observance infused in formulaic traditions, the Latin narrative of the Holy 
Fire underlines the polemical nature of the Christian coexistence in the 
Church of the Holy Sepulchre. 

Conclusions

Centuries before the Crusaders’ arrival in Jerusalem, far away, in 
Illyricum and Bulgaria, Latins and Greeks became aware of differences 
in their teaching and customs. In the centuries that followed this first 
encounter, the Churches of Rome and Constantinople broke communion 
and a lot of ink was spilled to denounce the heterodoxy of the “other”. In 
Jerusalem, Latins and Greeks followed the same pattern, mostly recording 
their encounter as a long list of the others’errors. There was room for 
scholarly debate, as we see hinted at by patriarch John VIII, and, no doubt, 
for personal sympathy. However, in spite of their direct experience of the 
other, living and celebrating in the confined space of the same church, 
Latins and Greeks usually wrote about their encounter in the formulae 
of the us-and-them narrative, popularized by the “lists of errors”. In this 
polemical context, both communities manipulated the significance of the 
descent of the Holy Fire, which was supposed to endorse their claims to 
orthodoxy. Tied by different customs and theological differences, their 
celebrations remained parallel. They still are.  
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