
Mount Nebo: where Moses

saw the Promised Land — and

the view is still the point

Seven hundred metres above the Jordan Valley, the summit where Moses is

said to have died — and on a clear day you can see the same view he did, all

the way to Jerusalem.
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From the summit of Mount Nebo at 700 metres above sea level, you stand at

the top of a ridge that drops 1,300 metres down to the Dead Sea. On a clear

day the view runs west across the Jordan Valley to Jericho, and beyond that —

through the haze — to Jerusalem itself. According to Deuteronomy, this is the

place Moses ascended to see the Land of Canaan before he died. He never

crossed the river. The summit has been a Christian pilgrimage site for nearly

seventeen hundred years for that reason alone.

It is also one of the easiest, most rewarding 90-minute stops in Jordan.
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1Why visit Mount Nebo

Mount Nebo is in the Madaba Governorate at coordinates roughly 31°46.0′N

35°43.5′E, with an elevation of 700 metres above sea level. The biblical town of

Nebo lies about 3.5 km from the modern site.1

Religiously the site matters because of Deuteronomy 34 — the chapter in

which Moses ascends "Pisgah" (Mount Nebo) and is shown the whole of the
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Promised Land before his death. The site has been venerated by Christians

since at least the 4th century CE; a competing Jewish/Muslim tradition places

Moses' grave at Nabi Musa in the West Bank, roughly 11 km south of Jericho.

There is no archaeological evidence of where Moses is actually buried (the text

itself says no one knows). What survives is the place from which the view was

described.

2The Memorial Church of Moses

The Byzantine-era Memorial Church of Moses sits at the summit. It was 

discovered in 1933 during excavations by Sylvester Saller and is built atop

earlier sanctuaries. Its mosaics are the highlight: a 6th-century floor depicting

hunting scenes, animals, and viticulture, restored in successive campaigns

since 1963.1

The church's modern protective shell — a low, modern basilica designed to

keep weather off the mosaics — was constructed between December 2007 and

October 2016. The Franciscan Custody of the Holy Land has overseen the site

since the 1930s.

3The Brazen Serpent cross

Outside the church, on the lip of the cliff, stands the most-photographed object

on the summit: a sculpted iron cross that doubles as a serpent twined around

its arms. It was made by the Italian artist Gian Paolo Fantoni, and references

both the miracle of the bronze serpent invoked by Moses in the wilderness

(Numbers 21) and the crucifixion of Christ. Stand under it; the cross frames the

Jordan Valley behind it.1

Moses never crossed the river. The view from Mount Nebo is what

he saw and didn't.

4What you can see from the summit

Walk to the western edge of the summit. On a clear day you can see:

The Jordan Valley. Direct line of sight, 1,000+ metres below.

The Dead Sea. Visible to the southwest, often hazy.
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Jericho. The oasis directly across, in the West Bank.

Jerusalem. Jerusalem becomes visible on exceptionally clear days —

most often in winter or after a rainstorm clears the air.

An olive tree on the summit, planted by Pope John Paul II on 20 March 2000,

marks the spot of his peace gesture during the papal visit.1

5Getting there

Mount Nebo is 33 km southwest of Amman and 8 km west of the town of

Madaba. Best combined with a half-day in Madaba (mosaics, the Greek

Orthodox church with the Madaba Map). Options:

Day trip from Amman. 45-minute drive each way. Combine with Madaba

in a single half-day.

From Madaba. 8 km / 15 minutes — easy walk-around half-day from any

Madaba hotel.

Stop on the King's Highway. Natural lunch stop between Amman and

the Dead Sea.

For solo travellers

The summit is small and contemplative — a good 90-minute stop with a

paperback or a journal. The benches at the western edge are the place to

sit.

6Practical tips

How long. 60–90 minutes for the church, the cross, and the view.

Best time of day. Late afternoon for the view (clearer air); early morning

for the mosaics (less harsh light through the basilica's openings).

Best season for the Jerusalem view. Winter and early spring after rain

clears the haze. Summer afternoons are usually too hazy.

Combine with. Madaba (8 km, mosaic map) and the Baptism Site at

Bethany-Beyond-the-Jordan (40 km west). All three in one day from

Amman.
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Photography. The Brazen Serpent at sunset is the shot. Tripods are

allowed; drones require a Department of Antiquities permit.

References

Wikipedia — Mount Nebo (Jordan)

Verified by locals: TBD — this article will be reviewed by a Franciscan Custody

of the Holy Land or Department of Antiquities-affiliated guide before final

publication. Drafted from Wikipedia.
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