Children of Abraham Conference:
WHAT MAKES JERUSALEM A “HOLY” CITY
FOR THREE FAITHS?

Harvey Cox

How lonely sits the city that was full of pk
How like a widow she has become...
She weeps bitterly in the night,
Tears on her cheeks...

She has none to comfort her.

Lamentations I:1,2

There is much to lament about Jerusalem.n&satserver has written,
Jerusalem’s sadness is that so many people love death. It is often said
that the blessing and the bane of the Holy Cithad she is a city “holy to
three faiths.” My thesis in this paper is that toaflicting “holinesses” that
have been the city’s affliction for centuries coaldo be a source of healing.

“Holy to three faiths?” At one level this isrgly true. One thinks
immediately of the Western Wall, the Haram-al Sh@emple Mount) and
the Church of the Holy Sepulcher as well as mahgmdewish, Christian
and Muslim “holy sites.” But “holy to three faithslso raises a number of
more basic questions pertinent to the Jewish-Gamigtluslim “tri-alogue.”

Does the meaning of “holiness” per se, daddfore of the holiness of
Jerusalem, vary from one tradition to another? Helen and why did

Jrsimbecomeéholy to Jews? To Christians? To Muslims? Was thadime,



or were there times, when the city was not holgrg of them? Has the
resonance of “holiness” changed for any or alhei? If the meaning of its
holiness has evolved in the past, could the meaofitige holiness of
Jerusalem be changing now? If so how? Furtherdcaluthree traditions
evenwork with each otheto deepen and expand the meaning of the city’s
holiness?

To address these questions, | will use &oteal approach, showing
that the meaning of Jerusalem as a “holy city” idtivalent and mutable.
The city has often been in the past holy to moam tthese three faiths, and
at times (including now) has successfully served bsly city for more than
one faith. The holiness of the city has waxed aaded over the centuries
due in some measure to the historical circumstanfethe then current
relationships among the three Abrahamic traditiombe meaning of
Jerusalem’s holiness is neither fixed not statias Iresponsive to human

influences, and it could change again.

A. Some people think (wish?) that the nafméeousalem means
something like “city of peace.” It does not. ldsrived from the name of the
pre-Israelite Syrian deity “Shalem.” The name meémsnded by Shalem,”
and since the founding of cities was regarded enatincient Middle East as
religious actions, Jerusalem was a “holy city” framinception, although
not within any of the three Abrahamic traditionattlater made it holy.

The Bible says little about how David cameccupy Jrsim, but he
wanted the city to be called “City of David” (cfo@stantinople and Ho Chi
Minh City). However, the residents still referrexdit by its previous name,
Jerusalem. According to the biblical account, Dguidchased the central

religious site of the city, the “thrashing floorbin the Jebusites. He then



apparently allowed the Jebusite priests who hadiqusly occupied the site
to remain and to continue to use it for cultic ppsgs, alongside the worship
of YHWH which he introduced. Jrsim was not, undewld, therefore a city
marked by an exclusive monotheism. His successdon®n, also allowed,
even welcomed other cultic practices in Jrsim, mafmtphem imported along
with his wives, most notably Jezebel. The prophatiast some of them
railed against this practice, but the fact thayttaled demonstrates that it
was going on.

It is vital to notice that from its first days as#&wish city” under
David, JrsIm was “holy” to at least two religions.

The Jewish YHWH cultus was a de-centralized oné wénters in
various places in Canaan. But eventually, as macpdlitical as for
religious purposes (the two can hardly be distisiged), the cultus was
centered in the temple of Jrslm, and other centers outlawed.

During the exile of the Jewish elites inbBln (the non-elites were left
behind) Jerusalem (or its poetic equivalent “Zidnécame a symbol not just
of a city but of a whole way of life that had bdest and that the exiles —
like exiles ever since — romanticized and longecetgain. When under the
Persian ruler Cyrus, the Jews were allowed to frét(though obviously
few if any of the original deportees remained 3livke city walls and the
temple were rebuilt under Ezra. A strong templeteed priestly religion
closely integrated with the political ruling clasas set up. When, centuries
later, the Romans conquered Jrsim, they ruled girdle priestly class,
centered in the Jrslm temple, which became thdliaslwarators. This largely
puppet regime evoked a variety of protests fromJthish people, ranging
from the armed rebellion of the Zealots to the des#hdrawal of the

Essenes (who gave us the Dead Sea Scrolls) tdéises Movement” a non-



violent but also non-withdrawalist group centeriest in Galilee, whose
leader was executed by the Romans when he broigptdtest to Jrsim.
After the initial success, then defeat of dewish rebellion against
Roman rule in 68-70 CE, the temple (except forvitesstern Wall) was
razed, the city itself destroyed. The Jews wer@degd from the city, thus
creating a huge diaspora. But in prayer and sand,900 years, many still
longed to “return:”(“Next year in Jerusalem!”) Memlnile, the city became
holy in yet another sense, as a venue where the gfdie Roman pantheon
were honored. In 130 CE, the Roman emperor Hadeiaamed it “Aelia
Capitolina” after himself (his middle name was As)i and the temple of
Jupiter on the Capitoline hill in Rome. Shrineghte other gods, in true
Roman fashion, were to be built throughout the. &tyth Jews and
Christians at this point began to construct visioha “heavenly Jerusalem”
which could not be destroyed. (See the Jewish gpbaft book of Enoch

and RevelatiorXXI in the New Testament.

B. The early Christians despised Jerusalemfrbm “holy,” they saw it
as the pit of death and destruction where Jesubéaul crucified. They
avoided it as much as they could. The bishop ofaye@aesarea was
acknowledged to be more important. It was onhhim4" century, with the
“conversion” of Constantine that the city came uri@hristian” rule. Then
Constantine’s mother Helen made her famous pilgyarta the “Terra
Sacra” and returned with the first in what devetbpego one of the most
profitable souvenir dodges in history: the “truess.” An ugly legend
claims that she discovered it where the wicked Jeaasburied it only by

threatening an old Jews with an unpleasant death.



Now Jrslm became a holy city again, andtilme of just one religion,
Byzantine Christianity. The local bishop, Makarai#ained Constantine’s
permission to tear down the Temple of Aphrodit@sao uncover the tomb
of Jesus, which he claimed was buried under its €nded the last trace of
Roman holiness. Thé"4entury Christian historian Eusebius excitedly
describes the overturning of the “lifeless idols’this “shrine of darkness.”
But even he does not change his attitude towahoh Jtself. He still called it
Aelia.

Also, Jrsim had to compete with Byzantiurhjah as the seat of the
Christian emperor claimed preeminent holiness vaittd Rome, which as
the seat of the pope was also lodging its clainmf, 8kter Helen, the trickle
of pilgrims to Jrsim (and to other parts of the ffBeSacra”) became a flood.
The seeds of the crusades can be found in the aguaads who
accompanied pilgrims, in search of blessing andséand adventure),
along the difficult route.

During the era of Byzantine Christian rukew3 continued to be banned
from Jerusalem, but they were admitted once a-yearthe Ninth of Av —
to mourn at the western wall for the destroyed temphis was, however,
hardly a generous gesture. The Christians autbsniti Jrslm wanted the
Jews to play an unintended role in a cruel thecklgirama. As the Jews
wailed, the Christians watched, and were told tihair sorrow was a result
of God’s punishment on them for refusing to recagritheir messiah. By the
600’s, far from despising Jerusalem, Christians m@wed it as the holiest
of cities, and the tomb of Christ as the navehef¢osmos and the very
source of salvation. Sophronius became patriafdnsim in 633 CE. He

crafted the following tribute:



O light-giving tomb, thou art the ocean streamtefeal life and the true
river of Lethe. | would lie at full length and kgt stone, the sacred center
of the world, wherein the tree was fixed whichalichy with the curse of
Adam'’s tree...Hail to thee Zion, splendid sun ofwoeld for whom | long
and groan by day and night.

But changes were on the way. In 637 Arab asmreer Omar reached
Jrsim. Muslim rule in the city lasted, except floe tCrusader Kingdom
(1099-1187) and a few minor interruptions until @&t Allenby led the
British forces through the Jaffa Gate on 11 Deceribé&7. Gathering the
notables, Allenby promised that he would proteethbly places and
preserve religious freedom for all three faithssé@ming contradiction,
however, British newspapers announced that he tvagpleted the work of
the crusaders, and that the Holy City was now ai4finas present” and
“pback in Christian hands.”

C. When the earliest Muslims prayed accordinthéoinstructions of the
Prophet, at first they faced Jrsim. It was thestfyiblah since the Prophet
honored the previous revelations that had beeresmhthere. Shortly
thereafter Mecca supplanted Jerusalem as the priopiaiah, but Jrsim
continues to be given importance because the dPtbehet’s “Night
Journey” @l-isra) during which he met Abraham, Moses and Jesus (the
previous prophets) after ascendiadjrqi’ raj) from the temple mount The
stone from which he ascended is preserved undgalden Dome of the
Rock, which has become a postcard trademark ohJrsl

With some exceptions, Jews fared bettersimJunder Muslim rule
than they did under Christian rule. Most of thei€ians in the city were of
Arab descent and belonged to the Syrian Orthodogwihey harbored
little affection for Western (Roman Catholic) Chiasis, and when the



crusader armies, about 60,000 soldiers accompégieduntless wives and
pilgrims, attacked the city in 1099, the OrthoddxiStians joined the
Muslims in defending it against “the Franks.” Threfe&hse was to no avail,
and the crusaders sacked the city, killing almbstsa30,000 inhabitants —
Muslims, Christians and Jews, including women dmtiicen. As soon as
they took control the crusaders promulgated a lamning Jews and
Muslims from the holy city. Also, because they ®eipd local Christians of
complicity with Islam, they were banned as wellalsignificant indication
of the intra-Christian tension, the crusaders cbkdrtbe name of the
Anastasis (Resurrection) church into the ChurcthefHoly Sepulcher,
reflecting the Western emphasis on the crucifiaod the Eastern emphasis
on Resurrection in the different theologies oftine branches.

During four centuries of Ottoman rule ance#s decades of British
mandate, Jrsim was open to all faiths. During tteegpate period, however,
the key leaders of Zionism were not enamored d&inJrEheodor Herzl only
visited it once, quite briefly, and thought it ottitty and decrepit. His vision
for the capital of thdudenstaatvas of a gleaming new world city where
science and learning would thrive. Ben Gurion datlwarm to Jrsim either.
His ideal was Tel Aviv, a modern and very Europesatropolis. Jrsim
stood for what was to be discarded as a “new Jeag’worn. The western
section of Jrslm became a part of the newly crestizig of Israel in 1948. In
1967, the Israelis captured the other half, inelgdhe old walled city. It
was only after this that JrsIm acquired the pdalitgymbolic importance it
now holds for some Israelisas the “eternal andwded” capital of Israel.
But it is important to recognize that despite thging of some zealots to
dismantle the Dome of the Rock, cooler heads plevaand the Israelis

wisely preserved it and promised to continue theakegghts approach.



Today the Haram-al-Sharif is administered by thesliu Waaf under
Israeli supervision. No Christians now make anyna$ato political
sovereignty over the city. Both the Vatican and\Werld Council of
Churches say they want the final status of thetoitye determined by
negotiations among the parties.

Thus, Jews consider Jrsim holy in part beeat was the site of the
ancient temple, which was built there because @btief that Abraham’s
binding of Isaac took place there. Catholics cossidholy as the site of the
Crucifixion and Resurrection of Jesus. Some evacgjdProtestants
consider it holy not principally for whaince happenethere but or what
they expecwill happenthere, namely the return of Christ, the climactic
battle of Armageddon and the final judgment (asegguely documented in
the populateft Behindseries of novels). Muslims consider it holy because
it was the firsigiblah, the holy site of the forerunner religions it rgnzes,
and the “far mosque” of the Prophet’s Night Jourrigys “holy” has
overlapping but distinguishable meanings, and te®ty of Jrsm shows
that although it is considered holy by three faithisat “holiness” means
varies both among the three and also among wingpgnweach of them.
History also shows that while the city has beensiteeof horrendous
violence, for significant periods, the three faittzsre been able to live
together in relative harmony. What does this hystuggest for the next
phase of the Holy City’s history?

| suggest that, precisely because Jerusalémoly to three faiths,” a
just final status for Jerusalem will require inntiva thinking on both the
theological and the political level.

First, the theological levellslam generously provides an ample place

for Judaism and Christianity as other “religionghof book,” and now some



Muslim scholars would like to enlarge this categmrynclude any religion
that has sacred texts. This provision is not justad letter. In many
American inter-faith organizations the local Muslb@mmunity often
supplies a disproportionate share of the suppalieadership for these
groups. Muslims in America want to be part of olurglistic religious
culture.

It is not only unfortunate, it is tragic that iretkense years that have
followed the attacks on the World Trade Center itheority of Muslims
who reject this inclusivist tradition have comehe fore, or at least been
given the most publicity. Some scholars now everakpf a “war for the
soul of Islam.” | cannot be sure if they are righit as a Christian | know
about the kind of internal battles within a traalitithat can breed animosity
and hatred. | can only hope that somehow the gesexnd open tradition
within Islam comes more to the fore. At least therample scriptural
warrant for it in the Qur’an, while there are fevgeich resources in the
Bible, which brims with exclusivist language.

For the remainder of this century we, or our cleidand
grandchildren, will undoubtedly live in a period &k the two largest
religions in the world, Christians, with some twitlitn adherents
worldwide, and Muslims, with about one billion, misarn to come to
terms with each other. The required reconciliatihneed to take place on
many levels: historical, political and cultural. tBuwill also necessitate
some thorough re-thinking of inherited theologigasitions of both sides.
Both communities have much work to do in the needadies to avoid a
spiral of violence, a “clash” that is wholly unnesary and fully avoidable.

As a Christian and a theologian, | think ofeny tradition’s most

formidable challenges is to think anew about hogvRnophet Mohamet,
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who has been pilloried and defamed by Christiansdaturies (see Dante’s
Inferng) might find a place in our religious worldviewkhow that task is
formidable, but it is not impossible. An examplerfr Christianity’s
relationship with another tradition helps. Half tey ago, the vast majority
of Christians held the conviction that Christiariigddisplacedor
“superceded”Judaism. In the past fifty years that belief hasrbofficially
disowned by the Roman Catholic Church and by mbteoProtestant
churches, including many evangelicals, as well.ole@ new and promising
era in Jewish-Christian relations has begun. Cthddsame kind of things
happen in relations between Christians and Muslims?

| am convinced that it could, and the future otuidatem could be a
key. Muslims already honor Jesus, but so far Garnisthave no language
with which to honor the Prophet. This may be beeaimirches have often
been nervous about recognizing what might be cafiedt-canonical”
prophets, those who have appeared after the clositing biblical canon.
But if “supercessionism,” which seemed so firmlgeonced in the churches
could be re-thought and discarded by so many ih auelatively short time,
might the prejudice against post-canonical propaksts be re-thought as
well? If it could, this would create a religiougpé@ce” for the Prophet in
Christian thinking.

There are some precedents to work with. Christexi®nly
recognized and accepted the Hebrew prophets, b alao designated
figures like Socrates and Plato as prophetic psecarof Jesus. They did
this by suggesting that the same etelogdbsthat appeared in Jesus had also
inspired these Greek philosophers. But if God caskel great teacher
outside the churcheforeChrist, would that not also be possihfeer

Christ.? Mahatma Gandhi has come extremely clobeitay recognized as a
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Christian saint. His image appears in more thanstemeed glass window in
Christian chapels. It would be a marvelous sighsdme future pope
canonized him officially. This may not be just apian fantasy. But even if
it did happen, it might be much harder to makesedar the Prophet
Mohamet.

Still, sainthood is not the only category that nigive a status in
Christian thought analogous to the position Jesissmthe Muslim spiritual
tradition. In fact, Muslims might not like the ugk“saint” at all for him. So
why not “prophet” In thinking about this issue lliege Christians in
western countries, in which until quite recentliais seemed remote and
ominous, have much to learn from the experiend@lwistians who lived for
centuries within the Islamic world, especially hefthe more recent
eruptions of animosities arising mainly from palgi conflicts. In those
areas Christians did often ponder the religiousistaf the Prophet of Islam,
and one Syrian Christian bishop suggested thagtia prophet in the sense
of Isaiah or Jeremiah, then Mohamet did “walk ia Wy of the prophets.”

There have been periods in western Christian lyisttven Islam,
with its elegant simplicity, clear rules of livingtraightforward doctrines
and opulent fund of stories, poems and legends hagtean undeniable
appeal. No one who has read the Sufi poet Rumisged the al-Hambra in
Granada or the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem cem imesssed the power
of this attractiveness. But for me today the maiaggion posed by Islam is
how can Christians understand and appreciateliggaes significance so
that we can all live together on the one earth naees The fact that Muslims
and Christians lived together in relative harmoothlan al-Andalus and in

Jerusalem can be part of the religious reconstmi¢hat is needed.
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Second, the political leveEchoing the cry of Lamentations,

Jerusalem has by and large been “abandoned” byatieus negotiators
who for such a long time have tried to find a soluto the larger Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. True, they have often spo&kfithe Jerusalem
guestion” as a key issue. But with occasional ettopp, they have preferred
to tackle first the challenges of security, borgdseettlements, and refugees.
They have usually chosen to postpone discussingdiem until progress

has been made on these questions and some corfidas®deen built up.

But this “Jerusalem last” strategy has obviouslysucceeded. The Israeli-
Palestinian standoff now seems no closer to aisalthan it was a decade ago. It is time
to try something new. Why neatart the negotiations with Jerusalem? If the city eied
the key, or evea key, issue, why not move its future to the tophaf agenda, instead of
putting it off? Jerusalem may or may not be ontheftoughest knots in the tangled web.
But if a satisfactory compromise could be foundtpanswers to the other issues might

follow.

It is within the realm of possibility that sualtcompromise on Jerusalem
could be worked out. Contrary to popular impressjavhen negotiators
have occasionally broached the future status ofsdéem, they have come at
least as close to agreement as they have on teeaikstions, sometimes
even closer. Both sides want Jerusalem to be ¢hgital, but surveys show
that most Israelis have no desire to rule the Balas parts of the city, and
most Palestinians are prepared to compromise aslsltrue that Yasir
Arafat did not accept the arrangement offered an&CBavid for some kind
of administrative control over Arab sections, biiéa months later, even
after the beginning of the second intifada, théaiats at Taba in Egypt
announced that they were closer than ever to nagjegements. But then

Barak was defeated, Clinton left office, and negjains in effect ceased.
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It now appears, however, that genuine negotiatcould begin again
soon. It is often said that what is needed to btealcurrent deadlock over
Jerusalem are “new ideas.” But since no new ideas12o have worked so
far, it may be time to look again at some old oBefore 1948, for example,
while the UN was still discussing the nature of plagtition, some countries
strongly favored a three way division of Palestirend Arab section, a
Jewish one and an internationally administered swr@ad around
Jerusalem. Others proposed that the historic Qlgl @ith its traditional
Jewish, Muslim and Christian quarters, which i® dlee area where the
Western Wall, the Church of the Holy Sepulcher tredDome of the Rock
are located, could be administered by a consortitiraligious authorities
under UN supervision. The solution that was evdlytwarked out for

Vatican City is sometimes recalled.

These are all “old ideas,” not bad ones fbuvarious reasons, none of
these previous schemes quite fits the situatioayto8till, they do suggest
hints of a possible way to proceed. If Jerusalethassymbolic key issue,
then the OId City is the symbolic key to Jerusalang the holy places are
the symbolic key to the Old City. An overall sobrtiimust start with the
Temple Mount and work outward.

Such a solution is possible. As recently@312a secular Israel
scholar offered an idea that attracted consideratbdation from both sides,
at least at first, but is now rarely mentioned.gteposed that the Temple
Mount/Noble Sanctuary/Western Wall should be pldcedier the
sovereignty of God.” No national flags would bewln It would then be
administered by Muslim and Jewish religious autiesj with the

cooperation of Israeli and Palestinian governmeértis. area has in fact been
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administered in this way since 1967, more succégshan one might
imagine given the upheavals that have marked thegeéBut the question

of sovereignty over the area remains undecided.

So why not place the Temple Mount/Noble Sangtiféestern Wall
under the sovereignty of God? Admittedly, to modears this suggestion
sounds a bit crazy, a genuine non-starter. Buhedke traditions claim to
worship the same Gad, and given the present logjameed some ideas
that may first appear quaint or bizarre to breakugh the failure of the
more modern and “rational” strategies that havegpkimot worked. Also,
the idea makes even more sense when we remembeigpates over the

Temple Mount have everything to do with religion.

True, it is commonly thought that religion lady made the Jerusalem
guestion more intractable. But | do not sharevias. There are of course
religious die-hards on both sides. Bowereigntyas opposed taccessis a
fundamentally political issue. The Muslims and Jlee/s who have injected
religion into a political struggle represent onlfraction of either side. They
are opposed both by religious moderates and byadsuaelis and
Palestinians who together constitute the majoRsligious leaders and
scholars — Jewish, Christian and Muslim — havendfisen ahead of political
leaders in voicing a willingness to share the dikyew years ago 400
American rabbis issued a statement calling forgush a sharing of
Jerusalem. Christian and Muslim leaders have &etiyiexpressed a
similar willingness. They all worship the same Gand they realize that,
despite Jerusalem’s reputation for bloodshed, thave been long periods
in which adherents of the three faiths have shtredity amicably.
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New ideas often lie concealed in old ones, sdiiktory of Jerusalem
can be instructive. As we have seen, when King @Dhought the area in
Jerusalem from the Jebusite ruler in 1000 B.C1il,faunded his sanctuary
there, he allowed the previous residents to coattheir worship along with
his. When Caliph Omar and his Muslim army conquénedcity in 637 he
allowed the Christians to continue to worship, anited the Jews to return.
Saladin, who recaptured the city from the crusanhetd487, welcomed
Christian pilgrims and Jews to the city, if theyered peaceably. One of
General Allenby’s first acts was to assemble tladées of the three

religions and assure them that he would guaramessa to all holy sites.

Sacred spaces can be shared. All three faither the Tomb of the
Patriarchs. Muslims and Christian pilgrims visi thmilk cave” outside
Jerusalem where Joseph and Mary are believed ®stapped with the
infant Jesus on their way as refugees to Egypty Eities can also be
shared. If the “key issue” is Jerusalem, let us enbto the head of the
agenda instead of relegating it to an appendix. lahds enlist religious
leaders, who were largely left out of the Oslo atiter previous
negotiations, in envisioning its future. We migletdurprised to find that it is
not so insoluble after all. If the Temple Mount/N®lsanctuary can be
shared under God'’s sovereignty, then the sharirtigeofest of the Old City

— which already has its separate quarters — waliloy.

The blessing and curse of Jerusalem islikatno other city on earth,
three major faiths, and people from virtually eveation on the globe, have
feeling of kinship and veneration for it. They alsve a legitimate claim to
access to the site associated with their faitHse bo other city Jerusalem

does, in some sense “belong to the whole worldippg®se the idea of
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placing the old city under the “sovereignty of Gddi' something like it)
could be worked out, how would the actual impleraganh function?

Some have suggested the central “old cityJesusalem already
“belongs to the world” spiritually, it should bedlared a world heritage site
and administered and policed by the UN in coopanatiith an inter-faith
council composed of representatives of Syrian @idlkpRoman Catholic,
Russian Orthodox, Protestant (Evangelical and Eouwsab, all three
branches of Judaism, Shia and Sunni Islam. Thagament would, of
course, include everything inside the walls ofdldcity, including the
Haram al-Sharif (Temple Mount), Western Wall andra religious and
pilgrimage sites. Within reasonable limits (stasedvices and prayer times,
etc.), people of all faiths should be allowed titvall sites.

The rest of the city would be divided intsstern and western sections
(border to be negotiated), with the western reczaphby the international
community as an integral part of Israel, and trsteza section a part of a
Palestinian state. Both could serve as capitatlsenf respective states, and
the international community would recognize botlhaescapitals.
Governing councils should be established bothHerttvo sides and for the
city as a whole. They could be constituted by neeghood councils. The
border between the two sections should be as “gd@aipossible, and
supervised by either joint Israeli-Palestinian teand/or international units.
This is an arrangement polls suggest that mossdkmnites (both Israeli
and Palestinian) would welcome. Such an agreemedémsalem would
then generate some of the trust and good willgeatn lacking today.
Building on that momentum, we might find new wagsriove ahead on
many of the larger issues as well. If that happtmes) Jerusalem would be

not just a “Christmas present for the British pegpbut a gift for the whole
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world that would last all year long, and for yeayg£ome. Then the

appropriate biblical passage for the holy city nhight be Lamentations but
these words from the prophet Isaiah:

“Comfort ye, comfort ye, my people, Says your Godpeak tenderly to
Jerusalem, and cry to her That her warfare is ended

END



