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HOLY CITY
Jerusalem in Time, Space, and the Imagination

The title of this essay is also the name of a course I teach for the Religion
Department in the College of Arts and Sciences at Boston University. I
inherited the course from James Purvis, a Bible scholar, who retired in
1997. Although the focus of his scholarly research was on the Samaritan
community—the sometimes antagonists of the ancient Jerusalemites—he
had invested an inordinate amount of time and intellectual energy into
this course. He published one of the finest bibliographies on the city1 and,
with the support of then BU President John Silber, he produced a four-
part documentary on the city that is still an excellent instructional tool.2

When the course became available, my chairman, the late John
Clayton, asked me whether I would like to teach it. Although my areas
of specialization are modern intellectual history and philosophy of reli-
gion, Clayton believed I was qualified because I was trained in two of the
three relevant monotheistic traditions (I had studied Protestant Theology
in Germany and Judaic Studies in Germany, Israel, and the US); I had also
lived, studied, and worked in Jerusalem for two years (1982-83 and 1986-
87), and had remained in touch with friends and colleagues on both the
Arab and the Israeli sides. I agreed to give it a try. Since then, nine years
have gone by, during which I have taught the course eight times.

To describe the course fully would require more space than this essay
permits. Short of this, I offer reflections on the course content and some of
the issues of medial representation that commonly arise. In a final part, I
provide information on student demographics, the course goals as stated on
the syllabus, and a few citations from student work that anecdotally speak
to outcomes.

PART I

Jerusalem as the Subject of a College-Level Course

Jerusalem in the (religious) imagination
Jerusalem is a city holy to Christians, Muslims, and Jews. With an esti-
mated 2.1 billion adherents, Christianity is the largest world religion, fol-
lowed by Islam with an estimated 1.5 billion. Judaism is a “world reli-
gion” in that it is represented around the globe, albeit in much smaller
numbers (14 million).3 Christianity and Islam are universalistic in that
they seek and accept converts, whereas Jewish tradition discourages con-
version while not fundamentally disparaging the beliefs of others, except
for “idolators” and anti-semites.4 Islam regards Christians and Jews as
“people of the book,” rather than infidels, whereas Christianity refers to
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1 James D. Purvis, Jerusalem,
the Holy City:A Bibliography
(1988). More recent and
comprehensive for the
architectural history of
Jerusalem from its earliest
history to the early Otto-
man are the three biblio-
graphic volumes by
Bieberstein and Bloedhorn
(1994).

2 The video series is not
commercially available but
the Krasker Memorial
Library at Boston
University has copies that
circulate and may be
available for external bor-
rowers.

3 Figures according to
“Adherents.com.”

4 I am greatly simplifying
here. Inter-communal atti-
tudes are more specific and
one could easily adduce
counter-examples to these
general statements.
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Muslims as infidels and Jews as perfidious.All three share belief in a sin-
gle deity, notwithstanding the Christian doctrine of a triune God, and
they accept the basic narrative enshrined in the sacred Scriptures of the
Jews.According to this narrative, Jerusalem is the place that the maker of
heaven and earth chose for his name to reside.5

Jerusalem is the anchor of the historical memory of the Jews as a
nation chosen by God. Biblical literature, in which this faith is grounded,
describes the city as the seat of a united kingdom of Judah and Israel estab-
lished by King David and as the location of the only legitimate temple built
by the son of David, King Solomon. Biblical historiography, especially the
books of Samuel and Kings, is not simply a record of what actually hap-
pened. Rather, it reflects what certain authors believed their forebears
should have done but did not. It reflects the concern that the kings of Judah
and Israel should have been devoted to the worship of YHWH alone, and it
evaluates Israelite and Judahite kings in accordance with this standard.The
city was eventually destroyed—an event that was understood as divine
punishment for not fulfilling the prophetic program—then rebuilt and
eventually destroyed again, but it remained a beacon of the hope that the
long night of exile would end, that the Jews would return to the city, that
a Davidic king or Messiah would preside over a reign of peace, that the
Temple would be reestablished, and that now, finally, the Jews would live in
accordance with the rules and regulations laid down in the Torah.

For Christians, Jerusalem is the city that rejected Christ, the place
where he suffered and was crucified, and the place where he rose from
the dead on the third day. Here the Holy Spirit came over the apostles
on the feast of Pentecost (a Jewish pilgrimage holiday), an event that is
considered the founding moment of the Church. Muslims and Christians
expect the final judgment to be held in Jerusalem. Jews as well believe
that the Mount of Olives will be the location of the resurrection of the
dead. Since the days of fourth-century Roman Emperor Constantine,
Jerusalem has been the earthly center of the Christian world, a place of
pilgrimage and contemplation, of commemoration of the stages of
Christ’s suffering, and of his death and resurrection.

In the Qur’an Jerusalem is not directly mentioned, but other authorita-
tive Muslim traditions (especially the Hadith literature) identify a particular
place in Jerusalem as the Temple of Solomon and hence as the first qibla
(direction of prayer) of the nation of Islam (the ummah). Under the early
Muslim rulers, this temple was rebuilt as the Dome of the Rock and identi-
fied with the “distant sanctuary” (al-masjid al-aqsa) mentioned in Sura 17:1 of
the Qur’an as the place Prophet Muhammad visited on his Night Journey,
when he experienced a mystical ascent to heaven.6 Muslim tradition there-
fore authenticates the Noble Sanctuary (al Haram ash-Sharif ) of Jerusalem as
both grounded in Jewish and Christian tradition and as genuinely restored
and reinstated (after centuries of neglect) by the new dispensation.

The significance of this city to many communities cannot be exaggerat-
ed. In addition to the larger communities already mentioned, one should

5 This narrative is based on a
canonical reading of the
Jewish Scriptures. Origin-
ally, the “choice” was asso-
ciated with the royal the-
ology of the House of
David, the Jerusalemite
rulers, who argued that
Jerusalem should have
been the sacred and politi-
cal center of all the Israelite
tribes. For relevant biblical
passages see 1 Kings 11:36
and 14:21 and Deuteron-
omy 12:5. For a discussion
of the growth of this tradi-
tion see Japhet,“From the
King’s Sanctuary.”

6 On the Dome of the
Rock as the rebuilt
Temple of Solomon see
Kaplony, The Haram of
Jerusalem, and Grabar,
Shape of the Holy.
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consider their subdivisions. Medieval Jerusalem was not just home to rab-
banite Jews, but also to the Karaites, who rejected the authority of the rab-
bis.The city is not just birthplace of the Christian Church in general, but
home to numerous and ethnically and doctrinally variegated Christian com-
munities, ranging from the ancient Syriac (Aramaic), Coptic, Ethiopic,
Armenian, Greek, and Roman Catholic churches to those of a more recent
vintage, including Anglicans, Lutherans (Swedish, German, other), Baptists,
Pentecostals, and Mormons.The city hosted not just the representatives of
the Arab and Turkish, Sunni and Shiite powers that controlled this part of
their respective empires, but also Sufi mystics and scholars of all four recog-
nized schools of Islamic law.This list does not even begin to name the vari-
ety of ethnic, political, cultural, and other types of communities who settled
inside and outside the Old City, beginning in the mid-nineteenth  century,
each one of which brought a different perspective to the city.

No single course can exhaustively convey this variety of perspectives,
giving equal voice, authenticity, and weight to every sect and movement,
nor is any presentation completely impartial. Nor would it be accurate to
claim that all communities harbor the same attitude toward the city.There
are general agreements and specific differences. Furthermore, in each case,
there are not just religious attitudes to be considered but also historical cir-
cumstances, cultural, linguistic and literary intricacies, availability of sources
and the state of research, and the political dimensions that come with each
and every group and nation. Finally, a course on Jerusalem will need to
engage the ongoing political conflict in the Middle East.

To teach all of Jerusalem in a single semester requires making
informed decisions.There is no perfect textbook for this kind of course;
media are widely available but need to be carefully selected and judi-
ciously interpreted.As a history course, it requires a selection of pertinent
historical sources and class time spent on learning how to interpret them.
As a religious studies course on a historical and political subject of long
duration (a city whose documentable history spans almost four thousand
years) that has loomed large in western literature and other forms of the
creative imagination, the course should not be limited to a mere assem-
bly of names, dates, and facts but provide an opportunity for reflection on
how Jerusalem was transfigured from an ordinary Bronze Age city into
one of the core symbols of the major monotheistic traditions.

Religion and Violence:
A Dispassionate Approach to the Study of Conflict 
The attraction of Jerusalem as a course topic is due not only to its spiri-
tual meanings but also to its association with violence. In Rudolf Otto’s
terms, if it is “holy,” it is inevitably both fascinosum and tremendum.7

Jerusalem seems to inspire conflict; or it provides an outlet for conflicts
that have other causes.Today the status of Jerusalem is one of the “final sta-
tus” issues in the ongoing bilateral negotiations between Israel and the
Palestine National Authority (PNA). (The other “final status” issues are

7 See Rudolf Otto, The Idea
of the Holy.The German
original of the Göttingen
pioneer in the theory of
religion was published
during the First World
War, a time of unprece-
dented violence on the
battlefield.
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borders and the return of Palestinian refugees to their former homes in
what is now the territory of the State of Israel.) The city has been on the
agenda of peace negotiations since Anwar al-Sadat’s famous speech to the
Israeli parliament, the Knesset, in 1977.8 The current situation was created
when Israel occupied East Jerusalem during the Arab-Israeli war of June
1967, also known as the Six-Day-War. It is evident from contemporary
sources that the desire to take the Old City from the Hashemite Kingdom
of Jordan, which had annexed East Jerusalem after the 1948-49 War of
Independence, and especially to occupy the Muslim holy places on what
the Jews refer to as the Temple Mount,9 was driven, at least in part, by
national-religious sentiments that have since become a complicated factor
in Israeli politics.10 For Islamist radicalism as well, Jerusalem’s Dome of the
Rock provides an evocative backdrop.While the city provides a case for the
study of passions associated with religious symbols, there is no need to
dramatize this or any other conflict that plays itself out in Jerusalem.The
major task of a course on Jerusalem must be to put things in perspective.

The current political conflict, for example, has deep roots in the histo-
ry of colonialism and imperialism. Western diplomatic wrangling over
access to and presence within the city goes back to at least the nineteenth
century and the competitive attempts of the western Great Powers (Russia,
France, England, Prussia, Austria) to establish a foothold in the declining
Ottoman Empire.The diplomatic history and cabinet politics pertaining to
modern Jerusalem have been aptly described by Bernard Wasserstein in
Divided Jerusalem, a book I first assigned as a suggested reading and now
require students to read.11 Wasserstein traces Jerusalem’s role in the world
of international diplomacy from the relations between the Great Powers
and the High Porte in the nineteenth century down to the failure of
Israeli-Palestinian negotiations brokered by President Clinton in the sum-
mer of 2000.The book exposes students to the way in which a professional
historian follows a discrete aspect of a complex situation over a long peri-
od of time. It is an excellent example of historiography that shows students
that contemporary problems have deep roots in the past and that therefore
one should not be given to hysteria in one’s legitimate desire for a quick
resolution.Wasserstein answers Jewish anxieties over any future sharing of
what the “Jerusalem Law”of 1980 proclaimed the eternally undivided cap-
ital of Israel with the Palestinians. He points to the fact that the city has
always been divided or, at least, made up of heterogeneous populations.

Wasserstein’s meticulously even-handed, dispassionate, detailed, and
professionally historiographical account of modern conflict pertaining to
Jerusalem is, however, not to everyone’s taste.12 Some students prefer read-
ings that appeal to their sense of justice and that stimulate their imagina-
tion.More popular with my students, and comprehensive in scope, is Karen
Armstrong’s book Jerusalem: One City, Three Faiths.13 Armstrong wrote a
best-selling “History of God” and has since written on the monotheistic
traditions from many angles.14 Despite all misgivings with her telling of the
Jerusalem story, I continue using her book because I have as yet to find

8 See “Sadat Knesset
Speech.” Sadat called for
a withdrawal from the
territories Israel had
occupied in June 1967.

9 On the emergence of
the Temple Mount as an
object of religious
thought and liturgical
practice in its own right
see Eliav, God’s Mountain.

10 See Sprinzak, Ascendance
of Israel’s Right.

11Wasserstein, Divided
Jerusalem.

12 Indeed,Wasserstein’s
“passion for dispassion”
is annoying not just to
some students. For a
critical review from the
politically conservative
end of the spectrum see
Klein Halevi.

13 Published in several edi-
tions and as an abridged
audiobook by Ballentine
in NewYork.

14 Karen Armstrong,
A History of God.
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another one equally engaging with which to replace it.15 When I first
assigned the book as a course text, students found it relatively uninspiring.
But after reading it repeatedly and more carefully, I found myself better able
to critique the sometimes-tendentious depictions of events, to point out
the occasional factual error, and to augment her narrative with the right
kind of complementary readings. Furthermore, by arguing against the text-
book, I provoke students into defending it. I often begin my lectures by
dialoguing with the assigned chapter in Armstrong, which makes the read-
ing more engaging for the students who find her a lively narrator and
believe they would miss her voice if it were absent from the course.When
we get to the final chapters of the book toward the end of the course, I
raise the question of her overall bias. In my view, Armstrong shares the
moralizing view of history and politics that is familiar from the social
gospel movement and Catholic theologies of liberation of the 1960s.The
author, like the God of liberation theology, has a preferential option for the
poor and the victims of power and arrogance. This, she believes, is the
meaning of Jerusalem, and those who ignore it are bound to squander the
right to possess it. Although she does not say this outright, it comes
through between the lines, at least in my understanding. Some students
tend to share Armstrong’s view, but it is my responsibility to point out that
our task, in the liberal arts classroom, is inquiry rather than advocacy, and
that Armstrong tends to interpret history in light of her political theology.
My students tell me that it is unusual for the main textbook used in a class
to be questioned in this manner, let alone fiercely criticized.

Over the course of its almost four thousand years of documented his-
tory (sketchy for the first thousand years and subject to archeological and
historical debate, and its biblical history subject to scholarly disagreements
on many points), Jerusalem was conquered many times and completely
destroyed twice, though eventually resettled and rebuilt. In addition to the
ordinary vicissitudes of any ancient city, Jerusalem suffered what it did due
to the increasingly devout attitudes (to the point of fanaticism) of those
persuaded by their religious beliefs that it was better to fight for it or be
killed in the attempt than to leave it to foreigners and unbelievers. It has
thus become a symbol of religious war and of the violent potential of oth-
erwise civilized and civilizing religions. On the other hand, the city’s
potential for inspiring violence and interethnic hatred is counterbalanced
by long periods of orderly coexistence or successful conflict management
that preserved the city and its inhabitants over the centuries. Furthermore,
not every conflict is caused by religious factors.There are ordinary forms
of violence, such as those caused by shifts in power, and there are reli-
giously motivated forms of violence, not all of which are directed against
the members of a different religion.

The kind of conflict that characterized Jerusalem for centuries was not
a war between nations (in the modern sense of the word) but the wrangling
for honored positions and privileges between the many sects that shared the
city’s holy places.The very presence of other communities represents a source

15 For a critical review of
this book, see Gelb.
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of irritation, though the character of this irritation can shift from the inter-
communal to the political when external political influences play into it.An
example of the more traditional, inter-communal type of conflict is the fight
over privileges within the architectural behemoth that is the Church of the
Holy Sepulchre. Enclosing the hill of Golgotha where Christ was crucified
and the empty tomb from which He is said to have risen, this building has
been one of the major commemorative shrines of Christendom since the
fourth century CE, when Byzantine Emperor Constantine built his magnif-
icent Basilica and the adjacent Martyrium. A measure of the beauty and
grandeur of these edifices is the fact that the Dome of the Rock, the most
commanding and iconic building of the city, was designed to match it in
architectural splendor.These edifices were dismantled by the workmen of El
Hakim,an eleventh century Fatimid Caliph ruling in Cairo who was known
for erratic outbursts of religious fanaticism that came and went equally fast
(in this case,not fast enough).The French Crusader kings of Jerusalem rebuilt
the Church on the model of the Romanesque architecture of their own
country. After the Latins were expelled in 1187, Christianity’s holiest place
was once again shared by its many sects, including the Greek Orthodox,
Syriac, Coptic, Armenian, and Abyssinian (Ethiopian) communities whose
rights and privileges were reaffirmed by the Ottomans who ruled Jerusalem
from far-away Istanbul for four hundred years, from 1517 to 1917.The cur-
rent status quo was fixed in 1852 and has been followed by the powers in
charge ever since, including the British, the Jordanians, and the Israelis.The
different communities observe different calendars and their festivals are often
the occasion for interethnic harassment and outbreaks of violence. Until the
fixation of the status quo, privileges had been frequently rescinded and reas-
signed to the highest bidder, a constant source of resentment.The Church of
the Holy Sepulchre itself is residence to monks and priests of several com-
munities, and it is locked overnight.The key to the church has been in the
hands of the same Muslim family for generations, a measure of keeping the
peace among the Christian sects who, given the symbolism of holding the
key and the overwhelming significance of the place, would otherwise have
vied for this privilege, too.

Another location of inter-religious conflict is what the Jews refer to as
the “Western Wall” (ha-qotel ha-ma’aravi) and others have called the “Wailing
Wall of the Jews.” Rituals of mourning for the destruction of the Temple
were developed early on in the Roman period but they did not initially focus
on this feature.The wall in question is an exposed section on the western side
of the platform that once supported the Jewish Temple and provided space
for hundreds of thousands of annual pilgrims who used to attend the seasonal
pilgrimage festivals in the spring (barley harvest), the early summer (wheat
harvest), and the fall (grape and olive harvests).The Temple was destroyed in
70 CE and the Jews were banished from residing in the city after 135 CE.
The retaining wall of the Herodian platform is one of the few architectural
features that survived the total destruction and rebuilding of the city by the
Romans.This was the basic situation for five hundred years, until 635 or 638
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CE when the Muslims took the city and soon readmitted the Jews who set-
tled on the Western side of the Temple Mount because of its proximity to the
former Holy of Holies, the inner sanctum of the Temple. In the days of the
British mandate and its encouragement of the Zionist movement, this place
of solemn prayer and supplication became contentious.The first Arab anti-
Jewish riots of the 1920s broke out here. After 1967, the Israelis evacuated
and flattened an entire city quarter (the Mughrabi, or Moroccan, quarter) to
make room for a wide plaza next to the Western Wall, which can now
accommodate many hundreds of visitors at a time and serves as a space for
special occasions of national significance, such as the swearing in of new
recruits. In 2000, following Ariel Sharon’s provocative visit to the Temple
Mount, stones hailed on Jewish worshipers below from the Haram ash-Sharif
platform above.The Knesset,built in the 1950s when East-Jerusalem (includ-
ing the Old City) was inaccessible to the Jews (as it had been under the
Romans following the destruction of the ancient Jewish state), has a replica
of the Western Wall in its plenary.

In contrast to the relatively functional coexistence of Jews, Christians,
and Muslims under Ottoman rule, the 1948 exodus of Jews from the Old
City and their triumphant return in 1967 created a hateful atmosphere
between the communities that did not exist in this intensity before.
Jerusalem’s Arabs now perceive any Jewish presence in East Jerusalem as an
intrusion, especially if and when buildings in the Muslim quarter are pur-
chased with the ideological aim of establishing Jewish presence. Even the
more innocuous attempts by the municipality to integrate power supply and
sewage systems have met with hostility among the Arabs because they sig-
nify a normalization of the unaccepted Israeli occupation of the Arab city.
Land sales are a particularly touchy issue, especially the sale of Church
owned land to Jewish buyers.Underneath this ire lurks yet another conflict,
namely, the tension between the local Arab Christian community and their
expatriate leadership. This is especially the case in the Greek Orthodox
community, where the leadership remains Greek; in contrast, the Vatican-
appointed Latin Patriarch and Archbishop of Jerusalem, His Beatitude
Michel Sabbah,born in Nazareth, as the first native Arab serving as Patriarch
of the Latin Church in Palestine.

Jerusalem may not be the only place that has seen centuries of reli-
giously motivated conflict.What sets it apart, however, is that political vio-
lence in the Holy City takes on added significance because of its associa-
tion with the apocalyptic tradition.Western historical thinking is deeply
influenced by the apocalyptic schemata that have guided historical think-
ing since long before the modern secular conceptions of history took
hold. Apocalyptic thinking is alive not just in the Orthodox traditions
(especially among the Russian Orthodox intelligentsia) but also among
the many fundamentalist movements in the west, not least among them
the American Evangelicals, the consumers of televangelism and the con-
gregants of mega-churches, who regard modern Zionism and the estab-
lishment of the State of Israel as signs on God’s watch. Ultra-Orthodox
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Jews, such as the movement founded by the first Ashkenazic chief rabbi
under the British mandate, Rav Kook, and many Shiite Muslims as well
are drawn to an apocalyptic reading of political history.

Students from a Christian background once engaged in the study of
the history of the city, are often drawn to a different conflict, however,
namely the armed pilgrimages of the Middle Ages, known as the Crusades.
The history of the Crusades is the most frequently requested topic for term
papers and projects, especially among students with a Catholic background,
presumably because for students of European extraction this is part of their
own heritage, a heritage that is both appalling for its violence and attrac-
tive because of the romantic aspects of the quest and the chivalry associat-
ed with the medieval knights. Furthermore, as is well known, the current
US engagement in the Middle East has revived echoes of the Crusades on
both the American and the Arab sides.

I used to discuss the modern period, especially the conflict between
Israelis and Palestinians, as a secular conflict, driven by nationalist, colo-
nial/post-colonial, and regional/international factors, most of which have
nothing to do with religion.Yet the recent (post-1979 and 1989) emer-
gence of religious movements and their predisposition toward extreme
violence is a new phenomenon and not simply a continuation of the post-
colonial struggles of the twentieth century. I do not believe political
Islamism represents Islam, pure and simple (it does represent puritanical and
simplistic Islamism, such as Wahhabism, etc.); and I don’t believe that a
Jewish underground planning to blow up the Dome of the Rock repre-
sents Judaism (there is Jewish extremism, such as Meir Kahane’s “Kach,”
etc.).But we need to realize that these may be the harbingers of new forms
of religiously motivated movements that do not function according to
precedent. The past may not provide the clue to understanding what is
going on now and where it is heading. For me, a course on Jerusalem is
successful not just if it enrolls many students, which it does, or if it provides
conclusive moral schemata, which it does not, but if it prepares students to
cope with the challenges and changes they are likely to face in the future.

It is clear, then, that a course on Jerusalem inevitably leads to the ques-
tion of whether our western monotheistic traditions have a propensity for
violence.The city symbolizes what Jews, Christians, and Muslims consider
“the Holy”; inevitably, it has become an exemplar of the struggle between
these traditions and, within them, between the desire to resolve history and
existence in the direction of a divinely sanctioned order, leading to violence,
and the readiness to resign oneself to pragmatic and preliminary arrange-
ments that leave the bringing about of the ultimate resolution of history to
God rather than taking it into one’s own hands. In other words, instructors
need to encourage students to consider whether and how our traditions
may be complicit in creating the conflicts we see unfold in the Middle East
and whether they prevent us from doing what is necessary to resolve them.

In addition to religious traditions and politicized sentiments, we have
information and historical sources that allow us to establish a distinct nar-
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rative or, at least, to call into question the ideological assumptions imposed
by our respective religious and national heritages. Using this kind of infor-
mation appeals to the students’ desire to know and to distinguish fact from
fiction.There is, then, in addition to the religious and politicizing voices,
another voice in the classroom, which is neither religious nor political, the
voice of methodological modesty, of the impartial quest for truth and
objectivity.This is not the same as saying that a course on Jerusalem should
be based strictly on scholarly sources and publications.

A general requirement of college-level education is for students to
become mindful of the characteristics and limitations of scholarship.This
requires that we look at every source of information, including scholarly
sources from a critical perspective, since all too often ideological claims are
wrapped in the cloak of science. In the case of Jerusalem, a particularly
polarized field is that of  “biblical archeology.” This deserves particular
attention since it is a discipline that was conceived with the purpose of
confirming the historical accuracy of the Bible, whose reliability has been
under fire since the seventeenth-century Enlightenment.The nineteenth-
century pioneers of the archeological exploration of Holy Land and Holy
City nourished the widely held belief that verifying biblical accounts with
the means of a modern science would boost the general credibility of the
Bible’s authors. In the event, archeology has been unable to confirm the
veracity of fundamental biblical stories such as the exodus of the Israelites
from Egypt, their sojourn in the desert, the conquest of Canaan, and the
glorious kingdom of David and Solomon. A responsible instructor must
model how to deal with the ongoing debates between “maximalists” and
“minimalists” (i.e., people who either ascribe a maximum or a minimum
of historicity to the historiographic and prophetic compilations in the bib-
lical canon), how to evaluate the various claims made by specialists that are
widely echoed in popular literature and religious education, and how to
approach the many blogs and websites that offer their own critique and
analysis of the debates among historians.16

Jerusalem in Fact, or:
The Municipality
What I have described so far concerns Jerusalem as a Holy City in the reli-
gious and political senses of attachment and conflict.But the city of Jerusalem
is more than the symbolic meanings and historical vicissitudes of the sacred
places enclosed within the Ottoman walls. Until around 150 years ago, this
walled Holy City was also a functional city. In the twentieth century, the Holy
City has been more and more limited to the Old City of Jerusalem,17 while
the neighborhoods springing up around it came to constitute a sprawling
new city, complete with soccer stadiums and shopping malls.

Arab East Jerusalem—which until 1967 had developed around the
Old City—now appears as part of the “oriental” and premodern city that
is visited and gazed at by Western tourists as the “other,” which in this
case means something that appears quaint and museal.The modern Arab

16 See, most recently, the
debate on the book Facts
on the Ground by Nadia
Abu El-Haj.When the
author went up for
tenure at Barnard College
in NewYork, a group of
Jewish alumni began an
online campaign against
her, suspecting the book
of a pro-Palestinian bias
and an anti-Israeli agenda
and accusing the author
of a lack of scholarly
integrity. Jane Kramer
described this case in The
New Yorker.

17 On the recent trend of
making the entire munic-
ipality a Holy City see
below.
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city has thus been “orientalized.” The history of the new city and its
interactions with the old is an interesting subject in its own right, not
only from an urban studies perspective but also from religious and polit-
ical perspectives.

Construction outside the Ottoman walls began in the 1860s.The first
Jewish settlements outside the walls represented the desire of ultraorthodox
Jews to separate themselves from an increasingly diverse Jewish community
that, for the first time since antiquity, constituted the largest minority.18 The
first modern Christian settlements outside the Old City were motivated by
a mixture of pious and colonial interests.19The first Arab developments out-
side the city were private luxury villas built by the notables of their com-
munity. Initially, then, the expansion of the city was a matter of growth and
development much in continuity with life within the Old City, a develop-
ment nourished by foreign investment and Ottoman reform. Beginning in
the 1880s, development outside the Old City was stimulated by the Zionist
movement.This period sees the growth of garden suburbs, of new Jewish
and Muslim neighborhoods, involving planned and private construction, as
well as entire city quarters that reflected different waves of new immigrants
and their different stylistic preferences and economic means.20

City planning was first given priority under the British Mandate.
England occupied the city in December 1917 and held on to it until it
withdrew its last units in May 1948. The United Kingdom shaped
Jerusalem’s urban development from the end of the First World War until
Israel’s War of Independence, following the UN General Assembly vote
of September 1947 to partition Palestine. Like the British before them,
the UN General Assembly aimed to keep Jerusalem and its rural environs
a corpus separatum, which was to remain under international control.
Instead, Jerusalem was divided into the western “new city,” which Israel
soon declared its capital, and the eastern Old City (with its northern,
eastern, and southern environs), which were annexed by the Hashemite
Kingdom of Jordan.

Jordanian annexation of the Old City forced the Jewish residents out
of the quarter they had occupied for centuries, making the Western Wall
and the cemeteries on the Mount of Olives inaccessible to Jews for the
first time since the Byzantine era. Jewish annexation of  West Jerusalem in
turn caused wealthy Arab residents to abandon their garden suburbs (many
of their villas soon became the homes of the consular representatives of
nations who forged diplomatic ties with Israel).The war also compelled
the rural population to leave many of the villages that had dotted the
Judean hills and that now, the original inhabitants being barred from
returning,were either completely abandoned or resettled by Jewish immi-
grants.The separation of neighborhoods along ethnic lines and the migra-
tion of Arabs from Palestine began as early as September of 1947, follow-
ing the UN partition vote, when the first hostilities broke out. For nine-
teen years, the two halves of the city were separated by barbed wire and
characterized by distinctly different policies.While marginal to the Israeli

18 See Bartal,“Exit from
the Walls.” For demo-
graphic information, see
Kark and Oren-
Nordheim  (28f).

19 For example,Wilhelmin-
ian Germany supported
the establishment of
colonies and institutions
in the Holy Land,
including Jerusalem. For
such colonies see Issawi,
The Fertile Crescent (313f).
Other German initiatives
included an orphanage
(the Schneller School),
the establishment of a
modern hospital near
Jerusalem, the Augusta
Victoria Hospital, which
opened in 1910, (see
“Augusta Victoria
Hospital”), and a home
for the German Society
for the Exploration of
Palestine (see “Deutscher
Palästinaverein”). France,
England, Russia, the
United States and other
nations established similar
institutions outside the
city walls where land was
cheap.

20 See Kark and Oren-
Nordheim, Jerusalem and
Its Environs.
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economy, declaring it Israel’s capital emphasized the city’s symbolic mean-
ing. It became the seat of the Knesset, and the location of most govern-
ment ministries. The Jordanians, on the other hand, who resented the
symbolic importance of the city for Palestinian aspirations to independ-
ence, treated East Jerusalem as a stepchild. In 1951, King Abdullah of
Jordan was assassinated in the presence of his grandson, the future King
Hussein, on the occasion of a visit to the Al Aqsa Mosque.

After June 1967, the Israeli government annexed the Arab eastern
parts of the city (in contrast to the rest of the West Bank, which remained
under military occupation), which meant that Israeli law applied to its
residents, although—in an act of appeasement—they were permitted to
retain Jordanian citizenship if they chose, the Jordanian curriculum con-
tinued to be in force, and other measures mitigated the de jure annexa-
tion.The international community was assured that the status quo of the
holy places was to remain unchanged and free access guaranteed. The
Israelis expanded the municipal boundaries with the dual goal of exclud-
ing the largest Arab population centers and of including as many Jewish
settlements (actual and planned) as possible, and began to develop a ring
of Jewish suburbs.The Jewish Quarter in the Old City was lavishly rebuilt
and Jewish settlement throughout the city was facilitated and encour-
aged, while Arab housing development remained woefully inadequate to
the growing population. Large families, cramped living quarters, poverty,
and striking gaps between the communities in terms of legal and eco-
nomic conditions have been some of the side effects of this policy.21

Looking at Jerusalem from an urban studies perspective highlights
completely different aspects of the city than those from a religious studies
perspective, discussed above. However, urban studies may help us to get a
better sense of how the holiness of the city interacts with its municipal,
economic, and social functions. The pilgrimage-related and other cultic
requirements associated with the city’s holiness entail an entire economy
of planning, accommodation, roadways, signage and transportation, water
and food supply, sewage systems, etc., that may require students to consid-
er Jerusalem as representative of a type of city in its own right, namely, the
mixed-religious pilgrimage city. For many centuries, Jerusalem was func-
tionally a Muslim city and shared characteristics with other Muslim cities.
Among these characteristics was the absence of a strong urban adminis-
tration and a prevalence of important families whose role within the com-
munity was affirmed by the central government’s appointment of one of
their heads as the leader of that community. In Jerusalem, however,
Christians, Jews, and Muslims each had their own community leaders and
representatives and the absence of a strong municipal administration
meant that inter-communal complaints had to be brought either before
the provincial government or, once Jerusalem gained the status of an inde-
pendent sanjak, directly to the Sultan’s court in Istanbul. Unlike in other
places, inter-religious conflict was here almost inevitably a matter of state.
This was not the result of Islamic law but of custom and practice.

21 For statistics, see Zank,
“Jerusalem:The  Munici-
pality in Detail.”
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From the perspective of Jewish law (halakhah), Jerusalem is different from
all other cities.22 Jewish law distinguishes between neighborhoods, towns,and
cities. Jerusalem is distinct from all other cities not just in terms of myth and
tradition but in legal terms. Things permitted elsewhere are forbidden in
Jerusalem.Things permitted elsewhere are forbidden on the Temple Mount.
And things permitted on the Temple Mount are forbidden in the sacred
precincts of the Temple. Since the boundaries of the Temple precincts are
unknown, everything that was forbidden in the Temple (esp. in the Holy of
Holies) is now forbidden on the entire Temple Mount. It is thus forbidden,
according to Jewish law, to trespass on what is now the Haram ash-Sharif, the
Noble Sanctuary. No dead are to be buried within city limits (as defined by
the Ottoman walls). Roads are built in accordance with the requirements
that pertain to members of the priestly families who would inadvertently
contract corpse impurity if they traveled on a road that went across an
ancient cemetery. Nowhere else are purity laws of such relevance as they are
in and around Jerusalem.This is how Jewish law construes Jerusalem’s holi-
ness, a concern that is of increasing influence on city planning.

Sabbath laws are observed to different degrees by different communi-
ties, compelling the city to close down certain ultra-orthodox neighbor-
hoods on Friday nights, so as to avoid confrontations between those who
observe the Sabbath and secular drivers who do not. The mediation
between these differences is now in the hands of an elected municipal gov-
ernment that is boycotted by most members of the Arab community,
which continues to regard Israeli institutions as illegitimate. As a result of
this boycott on the Arab side and of the increasingly religious component
in the Jewish population, the majority of the city council and the current
mayor of Jerusalem are members of the orthodox Jewish community. A
conglomerate of national and religious interests, which are often at odds
with one another, has thus shaped the modern city’s character.The current
trend seems to be to create as many facts on the ground as possible to retain
as legitimate a claim as possible to as much of the city as possible when its
final status will be settled through the compromises that inevitable lie
ahead. Land transfer by eminent domain, the issuing or denial of housing
permits, the building of new roads to connect the city’s disparate parts, new
public buildings, foreign investment in real estate, archeology and the pres-
entation of excavations as tourist attractions with propagandistic value,23

the unification of energy, water supply, and communication systems, and
many other aspects of city management and administration are instruments
in the ongoing struggle for the character and the future of the city.

The treatment of these intricate aspects of the modern city is a tall
order in a course that is already burdened by the task of covering almost
four thousand years of history. From conversations with colleagues who
teach similar classes elsewhere, I learned that they treat the ancient and
religious history of the city as mere preludes to the contemporary city and
focus on the ongoing political conflict instead. For example, Richard
Hecht, who teaches a class on Jerusalem at UC Santa Barbara, uses it as a

22 See Golinkin,“Jerusalem
in Jewish Law and
Custom.”

23 On the propagandistic
design of the display in
the Museum of the
History of Jerusalem in
the socalled Citadel of
David, see Benvenisti, City
of Stone (4ff). Benvenisti is
a former Deputy-Mayor
of Jerusalem.
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“case” of “religion and politics in the city.”24 In contrast, I tend to empha-
size the past and hence the genesis of the modern city more than I deal
with the modern city itself. I regard the modern conflict as driven by
political rather than religious factors. In addition, I believe that we are too
close to this conflict to study it dispassionately. Finally, I think that students
should learn something about the history of the city and what shaped
their respective attitudes toward it before they delve into the live issues of
modern politics. It would be ideal, however, to address one without
neglecting the other.This could be accomplished by offering a follow-up
course, perhaps one taught in conjunction with colleagues from political
science and/or urban studies, which would list the historical course as a
prerequisite. In fact, Jerusalem would be a terrific subject for interdiscipli-
nary co-teaching.25

History and the Western Faiths:
The Role of Sacred Scripture
The city exists twice: once in history and once in the imagination of the
western religions.The two are not the same. One is a matter of method and
conjecture, the other a matter of collective memory.The archeological his-
tory of the city begins in the Chalcolitic Period or Copper Age (c.6500 years
ago) with signs of modest transient or seasonal use of the area around the
fresh water spring on the eastern side of the mountainous ridge that later saw
the first urban settlement.The first written evidence of the city’s name coin-
cides with remnants of significant fortifications dated to c. 1800 BCE (in the
Middle Bronze Age, c. 2200-1550 BC). Over the next centuries, the city
declined in size and use.There is little evidence of settlement for the Early
Iron Age,which corresponds to the time conventionally assigned to the early
biblical monarchies of Israel and Judah. But historians have a few letters that
a king of Jerusalem by the name of Abdi Heba wrote to the Egyptian court
in the mid-14th century BCE and that were rediscovered among several
hundred other letters in the late nineteenth century CE at Tell el-Amarna, the
former Akhet-Aten, city of Amenophis IV (Akhen-Aten) and his court.The
name of the city mentioned in these cuneiform letters is pronounced urusal-
im. It is identical with the hieroglyphic name that appears in the earlier
Egyptian sources, which means “founded by Salem,” an astral deity known
also from other sources from the ancient Levant.The king, his dependence
on the Egyptians, his name and that of the city, all fit well with what we
know about late Bronze Age Canaanite society,which gradually declined and
finally collapsed around 1200 due to the combined onslaught of new exter-
nal enemies (among others: the Sea Peoples, ancestors of the later Philistines),
internal social unrest (the hapiru), and climate change (latest peak of trend
toward the desertification of savannahs across the Middle East and Africa).26

The biblical story of the origins of the city differs from that told by
modern historians, but it would be inaccurate to say that the two contra-
dict one another.The purpose of the biblical historians was different from
that of our contemporaries. Deriving their imperative from Herodot and

24 See “Faculty Profile:
Richard Hecht.”

25 See the forthcoming
volume on Jerusalem
Across the Disciplines,
edited by Madelaine
Adelman and Miriam
Elman.

26 See Liverani, Israel’s
History and the History of
Israel.
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Ranke, modern historians try to find out what actually happened and they
explain events by natural causes.The rest is imagination, plausible conjec-
ture, and a matter of debate. The biblical historians tried to explain the
decline and, later, the downfall of two kingdoms: the kingdom of Israel and
the kingdom of Judah. Here events are interpreted in light of divine judg-
ment and agency.The biblical authors are trying to impart a lesson, to be
heeded by future generations: had our kings acted in accordance with the
cultic requirements of the laws of Moses, our God would not have aban-
doned us to our enemies; ergo: we are obliged to learn from their mistakes
or else the same misfortune will be our fate.

This is not the place to elaborate on Scripture and its expansions in
late second Temple Judaism and on the role of Scripture in shaping
Jerusalem as a religious symbol that, in turn, becomes a political factor in
western history.27 But it ought to be mentioned that a class on Jerusalem
needs to do more than renarrate or paraphrase biblical history. In order to
capture the religious phenomenon Jerusalem represents, students need to
be made aware of the intentionality of Scripture, which is different from
historiography in the Greek tradition.They need to be able to see that the
religious meaning of Jerusalem arose from a transformation of “normal”
history into the providential faith conveyed in and by Scripture.

In the classroom, one can make this clear by focusing on a few key
moments in Jerusalem’s early history that are well documented in sources
from outside the Bible and emphasized in biblical literature as well.These
moments can be contrasted with some of the more legendary traditions that
are embellished in Scripture because they were of importance to the later
generations that created a usable past for their own purposes but have little
support in the archeological record and documentable history.An example
of the former is the siege of Jerusalem in 701 BCE, when the Assyrians
extract tribute from King Hezekiah of Judah, an event documented in
Assyrian records and a signal moment also in biblical history (see Two Kings
1820); an example of the latter is David’s conquest of the city (2 Samuel
5)and his founding of a united monarchy and the subsequent grandeur of
Solomon’s kingdom (1 Kings 211).Whether or not certain details of the
story of the origin of a united kingdom under David’s leadership are plau-
sible is secondary to the observation that it is the story as enshrined in the
biblical canon as part of the sacred history of Jerusalem, rather than this his-
torical David (if indeed he existed), which exerted a lasting influence.
According to biblical chronology, David and Solomon would have ruled in
tenth-century BCE Jerusalem, at a time when hardly any settlement or for-
tification is evident in the archeological record, nor do we hear about the
existence of these kings or their realm from contemporary sources.The lit-
erature that describes their kingdom (especially the Books of Samuel and
Kings) was not even composed until several centuries later (the late seventh
century BCE; some scholars believe the texts continued to be edited until
the late fourth century or later).Nevertheless,David and Solomon,conquest
and Temple, are of decisive iconic value and exerted their true influence as

27 For a systematic devel-
opment of this argument
see, by this author,
“Jerusalem in the
Religious Studies
Classroom” in Adelman
and Elman, Jerusalem
Across the Disciplines.
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literary characters and events through a telling that, while considered factu-
ally true, reached far beyond its literal meaning.28

On the other hand, the Assyrian siege of Jerusalem in 701 BCE is a
bona fide historical event whose experience made a great impression on
the Judahite elite.29 The fact that Jerusalem was not destroyed at that time
greatly boosted the claim of the YHWH-istic prophets, such as Isaiah ben
Amoz (the biblical prophet Isaiah), that Jerusalem was under divine pro-
tection for as long as it was loyal to YHWH alone.

The rise of biblical faith can thus be linked to actual personages, their
writings, and—most importantly—to their interpretation of actual his-
torical experience.This must suffice as an example of the claim that it is
possible to correlate history and the history of biblical faith and how to
do it.The story comes in twists and turns but it is a story that can be told
and that belongs in a course on Jerusalem.

PART II

On Media: Representation of Jerusalem 
in and out of the Classroom

Like Jim Purvis, I felt the need to develop media that might help organize
the history of the city and make it come alive in the classroom.With the
help of friends, students, colleagues, and staff at BU and elsewhere, I began
experimenting with the possibilities offered by the internet. It seemed to
me that the first order of business was to make the city visible. One can-
not begin to speak of a city and its meanings before one has at least a rudi-
mentary sense of its appearance in space, its location, climate, layout, etc.
One of the reasons why the city is a fascinating subject for religious stud-
ies is that it is a real thing in space. But it is also more than a thing in space.
It has history and meaning and it represents all kinds of things to many
people. In the Middle Ages, people considered the Holy City the “navel of
the earth” or umbilicus mundi (see to omphalos tes ges at the Apollo temple in
Delphi),30 which was a plausible idea, since it was not just the cradle of
their faith but literally lay at the intersection of the three continents that
made up their “world,” Europe,Africa, and Asia.31 People still pray towards
it. It literally serves as the point of orientation (orient=sunrise=east) for
churches and synagogues all over the world.

There are different ways of visualizing Jerusalem, such as photographic or
artistic images of typical or characteristic parts of the actual city, historical and
current maps, and historical models of the city as it may have looked at the
time of Jesus, such as the Holyland model.32 Images (and three-dimensional
virtual tours, webcams, etc.) of many of the city’s well-known architectural
features are available on the internet but there are also numerous printed
sources with images as well as elaborate atlases. In addition to these publicly
available sources, I inherited hundreds of slides collected by Jim Purvis.These
are now stored on a server, where students can access them as needed.

28 See Finkelstein and
Silberman, David and
Solomon.

29 See 2 Kings 18:13-19:37
and Isaiah 36-37 and see
Miller and Hayes, A
History of Ancient Israel
and Judah (400-421).

30 On the identification of
Jerusalem as the “naval
of the earth” and the
afterlife of this tradition,
which first appears in
the Book of Jubilees
(2nd century BCE), see
Alexander,“Jerusalem as
the Omphalos.”

31 This is illustrated in the
somewhat humoristic
“cloverleaf ” map by
Bünting (1581). For a
photographic reproduc-
tion of this map see
“Bünting Map.”

32 See “Holyland
Network.”
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Jerusalem in Space:
Maps and Images 
My first attempt to provide a spatial orientation was an interactive map of
the Old City of Jerusalem.33 By moving the cursor over the schematic map
and clicking on the appropriate locations one reaches pages with informa-
tion on some of the most important sites. I also added links to panoramas,
virtual tours, and to map and image collections.Visual representation of
buildings and sites in Jerusalem is getting more and more sophisticated.34

For the purpose of teaching the city on the college level it is important to
reflect on the angle, perspective, and other implications and presuppositions
of any visualization.What aspects of the city are represented? Whose gaze
is reflected in the image,map,or model? Can the city be represented objec-
tively and what do we make of the fact that complete representation is an
elusive goal? What are we aiming at when we try to represent the city? The
visual representation of Jerusalem runs into the conceptual difficulty that
the deeper meaning it holds can only be represented in form of the sacred
buildings that are mere reminders of these sacred meanings. The images
used in class are therefore mere simulacra of simulacra.

Cinematic Images
The longer I have been working with the internet and other audio/visual
media such as power point presentations, the more skeptical I have become
of contemporary visual representations of the city.35 This is especially true
of film, both documentary and fictional.The first few times I taught this
course, I began the semester by showing a National Geographic documen-
tary, Within These Walls, featuring interviews with individuals and families
representing major communities living in Jeruselem.36 The problem with
showing such a film at the beginning of the semester is that it prevents stu-
dents from forming a mental image of the ancient city based on written
sources and schematic reconstructions that use only minimally realistic ele-
ments, such as lines signifying elevation and the layout of the city walls. I
now show film clips or images of the modern city only once we discuss the
modern period.This allows students to develop their own mental image of
the ancient city and helps them to keep it separate from visual representa-
tions that they learn to see for what they are, namely, images that represent
not the city as such but merely a recent moment in its history.

I find it is easier for students to recognize the particular artistic or
ideological assumptions of a film if they have already acquired a solid base
of knowledge and formed their own views on the basis of written and
other material before being exposed to film. Showing films or just short
excerpts from films toward the end of the course has proven an extreme-
ly useful exercise whereas showing a film in the beginning either rein-
forced embedded positive or negative stereotypes or provoked reactions
that could not be profitably discussed, something to be avoided in a
course on a topic that is already fraught with students’ assumptions, polit-
ical loyalties, and religious beliefs.

33 See Zank,“Jerusalem in
Space.”The page was
first designed by students
in one of my classes, as a
term project.

34 For example, there is a
360 degree tour of the
Church of the Holy
Sepulchre on the web at
<www.z360.com.>

35 See Zank,“Jerusalem:
History and Stats,” and
“Jerusalem:The
Municipality in Detail.”

36 “Jerusalem:Within These
Walls” (1987). See
<http://shop.national-
geographic.com/prod-
uct/238/447/128.html.>
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Jerusalem in Time:
Timelines and Periodization
In a second experiment, I developed a timeline that links to ever more
detailed content pages in chronological order.The medium is an interactive
website that includes links to external sites. My purpose was to make the
course independent of any printed textbook and to allow for a maximal use
of the many fascinating sources of information available on the internet.The
course in fact follows the outline and framework provided by this timeline,
but some of the pages are not yet complete and others go beyond what is
required of the students but could serve as a basis for independent research.
The assembled material includes maps, images, historical texts, demograph-
ic data, brief historical surveys, etc.The ideal is to allow students to do most
of the relevant readings and basic research online.The use of external links
requires perpetual monitoring and can be frustrating since web addresses
change or servers go off line.There is in fact so much pertinent information
on the internet that one could teach a unit just on how Jerusalem is repre-
sented in this medium.Any use of websites in class requires exercises in crit-
ical analysis, reading for ideological orientation, reliability of data, etc.

For my own education, working on the web-based timeline has been
an extremely valuable exercise. One of the first and most persistent prob-
lems I have been struggling with is historical periodization.The history of
a city, especially one whose population is as heterogeneous as Jerusalem’s,
cannot be fully represented in form of a single uni-linear trajectory. It
would require at least three parallel timelines to make it evident that
Jewish, Christian, and Muslim histories of the city are parallel rather than
identical.While residing within identical spatial boundaries signified by the
wall (but never really inhabiting the same place, which is physically impos-
sible), Jews,Christians, and Muslims inhabit different timeframes (calendars,
histories).To simplify the organization and make it usable for the chronol-
ogy of the course, I follow the conventional historiographic device of
sequencing the history of the city by epochs of domination. Far from solv-
ing all problems of temporal representation this device adds further ones.

Let me illustrate this. In popular accounts and debates, historical dates
are often invoked in a manner that presupposes a shared assumption about
their significance. Many people interested in Jewish history, for example,
share the assumption that the first Jewish commonwealth was founded by
David and stabilized under King Solomon.We have already noted that this
is a biblical rather than a historical conception of the origins of the ancient
Judahite kingdom of Jerusalem. On somewhat safer ground and invoked
with similar pathos and certainty is the year 70 CE, which to most people
who are even marginally informed signifies the Roman destruction of
Jerusalem and the “scattering” of the Jews.37 The year 70 acquired symbol-
ic significance because of the destruction of the Jewish temple in Jerusalem
that occurred at that time. In Christian tradition, this destruction was taken
as proof that God had rejected the Jews and that he had chosen the “new
Israel,” i.e., the Church, instead.38 Jewish historiography also attaches great

37 To cite just one example
of this use of the date and
of the historic event it is
supposed to signify see
Goldberg,“Unforgiven”
(46), which also contains
a lovely example of the
popular notion of the
early Jewish history of
Jerusalem:“’The last two
experiments of Jews run-
ning a political state were
not great successses,’ he
[viz. the former Israeli
Prime Minister Ehud
Barak; M.Z.] said, refer-
ring to the Israel of King
Solomon’s time, which
ultimately ended in the
exile to Babylon, and to
the Jewish common-
wealth of the Second
Temple period, which
was conquered by the
Romans, who scattered
the Jews.”

38 An early example of this
theology of supersession
in connection with a ref-
erence to the destruction
of the Temple as divine
punishment can be
found in On Pascha, by
the 2nd century CE
bishop Melito of Sardis.
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importance to the fact of the destruction of the temple. But the destruction
of the temple did not, in fact, end Jewish presence in Jerusalem, nor did
Roman dominance begin in 70 CE.Roman dominance of Jerusalem began
with Pompeius’ conquest of the city in 63 BCE, who quickly restored the
authority of the Judean High Priests. The Romans eventually appointed
client kings of their own choosing but they allowed the Judeans a good
measure of nominal sovereignty, which was exactly what eventually allowed
them to rebel against the Romans. Following the Jewish War (so-called by
Josephus Flavius, a contemporary and one of our major sources) of 66-74,
there was another uprising against Rome that took three years to quell and
had much more devastating effects, yet it is not remembered as well (the Bar
Kokhba Revolt of 132-135), perhaps because there was no Josephus to
describe it, and hence of little mythological value. In both cases, the Jewish
authorities in Jerusalem minted coins, which was an expression of sover-
eignty and independence.The character of the city as such does not change
radically until the Romans leveled the existing buildings and constructed a
new city on the basis of a typically Roman grid.This was undertaken under
Emperor Hadrian, four decades after the destruction of the Herodian
Temple.Hadrian’s destruction and rebuilding should be the more important
event, but it is the date of the destruction of the Temple that is remembered
and enshrined in memory as the decisive destruction. Finally, the “scatter-
ing” of the Jews concerns only Judah, and strictly speaking it too occurred
only after 135, when Jews were forbidden from settling in the new city.
Josephus wrote his first account of the Jewish War in Aramaic, to inform the
Jews of Babylonia of what just happened and to counter the rumors that
were circulating at the time. This illustrates that Jews were already “scat-
tered” when the Temple was destroyed: they resided in vibrant communities
reaching from North Africa to Persia, and from Babylon to Rome.So much
for the significance popularly ascribed to the year 70.

In my timeline, I classify the first hundred and thirteen years of
Roman dominance in Jerusalem as the final period of ancient Jewish rule.
The year 70 is part of this story, a climactic moment, but not its final point.
In terms of a history of Jerusalem, the new era begins with the complete
reconstruction of the city by the Romans, after 135 CE.This is also the
date when the Romans renamed the city.The new name was Colonia Aelia
Capitolina; indicating that this was a Roman military settlement dedicated
to Ivpiter Capitolinvs. It was this new city, a military colony, which was for-
bidden for Jews to settle in.

Taxonomic problems also arise with the Muslim conquest in 13 or 16
AH (the year 13 or 16 after the Hegirah or hijrah, the flight of the Muslims
from Mecca in 622 CE, and the beginning of the Muslim calendar), i.e.,
635 or 638 CE. Although Caliph Umar formally established Muslim or
Arab rule over the city, it took half a century until the new rulers began
to assert their presence in ways that impacted on the largely Byzantine
population. The early Caliphs left the name of the city unchanged and
continued to refer to it by its Roman name Iliya, i.e., Aelia (Capitolina).
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The majority of the population remained Greek Orthodox until the dras-
tic and radical, though relatively short-lived, episode of the Latin
Kingdom (1099-1197), after which the city is deliberately “Islamicized”
for the first time, meaning that Muslims now settled throughout the city,
the call of the muezzin could now be heard everywhere, and the ringing
of church bells was henceforth forbidden. In this case, chronology based
on nominal dominion obscures continuities in demography, economy,
culture, and even administration.The historian is torn between following
conventional historical narratives and making extravagant claims that
require much explanation.

There are further problems with organizing historical periods by
epochs of dominion.The idea that epochs of dominion matter to the lives
of nations or to ordinary people is a schema that was first developed in the
Ancient Near East to justify the passing of the imperial scepter from one
group to another.To justify the displacement of the preceding rulers, the
newcomers had to claim that it was the gods of the conquered people
themselves who desired such displacement. This is evident from neo-
Babylonian, Persian, and Greco-Macedonian accounts. The Achaemenid
Persians of the late sixth to late fourth century BCE called themselves
“kings of kings” not to indicate their supreme sovereignty over client kings
but rather to emphasize that their extended empire legitimately succeeded
that of their predecessors, the Assyrians and Babylonians.39 This notion of
a succession of empires as part of a divinely sanctioned schema of human
rulers over the inhabited world was adopted by the apocalyptic tradition.
In the Jewish tradition it was shaped by the anonymous Jerusalemite author
responsible for the Book of Daniel, composed around 164 BCE, who
widened the purview of imperial successions to include the Macedonians
as a fourth empire. According to this schema, which found wide accept-
ance among Jews, Christians, and Muslims, we still live under the rule of
the fourth empire.40 To work this out, Greece is equated with Rome,
Rome with Byzantion, and all of the above with the Christian West,
which—in the Muslim tradition—is still referred to as Rum,which was the
name of the Byzantine Empire that the Muslims found when they began
their conquests.Many Jews,Christians, and Muslims believe that this fourth
empire will eventually be replaced by a thousand-year reign of peace, ush-
ered in by the divinely chosen ruler (the Messiah or mahdi). Even in its sec-
ularized version, the organization of history by ages of dominion may
therefore carry with it an element of apocalyptic ambivalence in regard to
secular powers, their transience, and their ultimate displacement by divine
intervention at the end of this age. It is indebted to a teleological concep-
tion of history and to the biblical belief in divine providence.

Presenting the history of the Holy City in form of a timeline is there-
fore fraught with problems that need to become part of class discussion.
This discussion provides an opportunity for students to address the reli-
gious presuppositions of what appears to be a perfectly secular historio-
graphical convention.To be sure, one will not be able to discuss every the-

39 See Wiesehöfer, Ancient
Persia.

40 For the afterlife of this
schema, see Zervos.
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oretical question that arises without in the end overloading a course like
this. In fact, when I raise issues of this sort, to some students this appears
as a tangent, a mere distraction from the story they expect to “learn” in a
history class.

PART III

Student Demographics, course Goals, and Outcome

Student demographics
I began with about twenty students, which, at the time, was in keeping
with preceding semesters and a normal enrollment figure for a 200-level
class in religious studies at BU’s College of Arts and Sciences. The
Religion Department at BU serves a wide range of undergraduates from
several colleges by offering several courses on a 100-level that are either
designed as introductions to broad anthropological topics pertaining to
many or all religious traditions (such as Death and Immortality) or as
introductions to the religions of the western or eastern hemispheres.These
classes are attractive not just because of their content but also because they
allow students to earn divisional studies credit. 200-level courses, such as
the Jerusalem class, are dedicated to single traditions or to topics that cut
across several traditions, while 300-level courses and higher serve the spe-
cial interests of concentrators and prepare seniors or entry-level graduate
students for research.41

Although the Jerusalem class does not confer divisional credit, enroll-
ment soon went up to capacity (dictated by room limitations) with around
forty-five students. Most recently, I also offered an honors section that
offers a small group of more advanced students additional opportunity for
discussions with the instructor.About half of the students major in a vari-
ety of subjects in the College of Arts and Sciences and take this class as an
elective.The other half is made up of Religion concentrators and students
from the College of Communication, mostly specializing in journalism
(print, broadcast), public relations, advertising, and film, for whom the
course satisfies a history requirement.

The demographic distribution is not untypical for BU, where—
according to the university’s website—students come from all fifty states
and a hundred different countries from around the world. Fluctuations in
international affairs affect enrollment in a class of this sort. With the
ongoing crisis in the Middle East, student interest in religious studies has
been persistently strong, not just here but across the United States.

The majority of my students are US citizens of European extraction
with a Christian background. More than half are female. Both of these
factors are consistent with the BU average. Enrollment of Jewish students
in the class is above the general average (BU: c. ten percent in class: fluc-
tuating between c. twenty and forty percent).The following backgrounds
have also been represented: Armenian or Greek extraction; Israeli back-
ground and Jewish minority groups (e.g., of Iranian or Yemenite extrac-

41 The Religion Depart-
ment currently enrolls
seventy-four major con-
centrators and fifty-eight
minor concentrators,
modest numbers as com-
pared to other depart-
ments of the College of
Arts and Sciences, but it
supports a large graduate
program—in cooperation
with the BU School of
Theology, the Division of
Religious Theological
Studies—with a current
enrollment of ninety-one
PhD and nine MA stu-
dents. Department and
Division were founded in
the late 1960s but the
School of Theology was
the founding school of
the university.
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tion); Muslims (e.g., from the United Arab Emirates, other); South Asian
(India, Pakistan); East Asian (Korea, China). A considerable minority of
students is of Hispanic origin.

Depending on the make-up of the class and the current events at play,
student discussions range in tone from the politely interested and intel-
lectually curious to the passionately defensive. BU is known as a favorable
environment for Conservative and Orthodox Jews; however, anecdotal
evidence suggests that some rabbis advise their students not to take Judaic
studies classes at the university so as not to be confused by what they will
hear. Jewish students in my classes generally fall into two categories.There
are those with a marginal Jewish background (often Reform Jews, most-
ly from Coastal suburban or Mid-Western communities) who, in an over-
whelmingly Christian environment, take one or two classes on a topic
related to Judaism in order to explore their background and identity.
Jewish students are usually surprised when they realize that Jerusalem
means just as much to others as it means to them. Others who are already
active in their local communities and have joined Jewish groups on cam-
pus often enter the class with the expectation that Israel’s right to
Jerusalem will be questioned, as it inevitably is, and that they need to
defend the policies of the State of Israel.These tend to be the most pas-
sionate, or the most skeptical and weary, when confronted with informa-
tion that relativizes what they consider the only legitimate narrative. Even
some Israeli sources, such as the film series Tekumah (a late 1980s docu-
mentary on the founding of the Jewish state that draws a parallel between
Jewish and Palestinian sufferings),may appear to this type of student as too
pro-Palestinian and as an attack on the legitimacy of the Jewish state.
Christian students often express amazement at the passion some of their
Jewish peers bring to the topic.The number of Muslim students I have
had in this and other classes is not statistically significant enough to gen-
eralize. Anecdotally speaking, there is usually a spontaneous intuitive
mutual sympathy between religiously active Muslims and religiously
active Jews due to the similarity of their respective experience as religious
minorities on a predominantly Protestant campus. Secular Muslims like to
blend in and usually do not feel defensive about their own tradition.
Furthermore, Islam is not the whipping boy in the history of Jerusalem,
which makes this class a welcoming environment for Muslim students.

Course Goals 
The first couple of times I taught the course, my goals were modest. In
fact, initially I formulated my ambitions in terms of “skills” rather than
“goals.” Among the tools used and skills practiced throughout the term
are reading of cartographic maps, analysis of historical documents, and
critical use of internet resources. I was not really sure what the course was
about. The first time I taught it I also went out of my way to include
guest lectures by specialists in a variety of relevant areas. This was not
without problems of its own; since I was still unclear about the course
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goals, I offered little guidance to the guest lecturers and failed to prepare
the students in a manner that would have helped them to benefit from
the additional input. In the end, the learning effect was minimal.

By the third time I taught the course (in the fall of 2001), I formu-
lated the following set of goals.

• Introduction to Judaism, Christianity, and Islam in historical 
perspective.

• Basic knowledge of the political, economic, and cultural history 
of the Middle East, with an emphasis on Israel/Palestine.

• Acquaintance with the major parties involved in the current crisis
surrounding Jerusalem and their basic views and arguments.

• Practice of critical reading of news sources and other media.
• Understanding of the formation of religious symbols and 
concepts and the role of religious rhetoric in political discourse.

The course thus pursued three major aims. It was to provide an intro-
duction to the major religious traditions that claim Jerusalem; it was to
inform students about the modern political conflict in the Middle East;
and it was to examine the link between the religious traditions and the
modern political conflict by highlighting the ongoing exploitation of
religious symbols for political goals.While this sounds like a reasonable
set of goals, the next list of goals (formulated in 2005) illustrates that I
had forgotten one tiny, yet decisive, issue—the city itself.

 set of goals:

• The physical, climatic, and political geography that conditioned
the history of Jerusalem.

• Archeological approach to reconstructing the early history 
of the city.

• History of the city’s growth, destruction, rebuilding and redesign.
• Discrepancies between names of the city and of names for certain
places in the city following periods of destruction, exile of popu-
lations or the entering of new populations or masters of the city.

• Familiarization with basic facts of the political and religious 
history of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam as the major communi-
ties that shaped the religious meanings of the city and the reasons
why these monotheistic communities are attached to Jerusalem.

• Basic knowledge of the political, economic, and cultural history 
of the Middle East, with an emphasis on Israel/Palestine.

• Critical understanding of the role of Jerusalem in the current
conflict in the Middle East and the origins of this conflict.

• Practice of critical reading of news sources and other media 
(film, web).

• Understanding of the formation of religious symbols and concepts
and the role of religious rhetoric in political discourse.
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As the list shows, I had come to realize that a city means more than the
ideas attached to it and the struggles for ownership and legitimacy.To be
sure, the added emphasis on the actual history of the city (as a city rather
than as a symbol) increased the burden of the course for both myself and
for the students and pushed it toward the overly ambitious, something I
have as yet to resolve.

Outcomes
Given my initial uncertainty and the ongoing struggle with the distribu-
tion of content, the outcome might have been catastrophic, but I found
my students to be extremely patient, resourceful, imaginative, and under-
standing.They were willing to take and run with what I offered. Students
wrote weekly quizzes and four exams. In addition, to make room for
their own creativity (and to make up for sometimes less than satisfactory
exams for which they had to cram a lot of names and dates), I also asked
them to submit a term paper or project on a topic of their choice.This
yielded a number of greatly amusing and finely crafted works of art. My
favorites were a model of the Dome of the Rock made of painted sugar
cubes, cardboard and tin foil, and an animated version of the exchange
between Saladin and Balian of Ibelin in 1187, negotiating the terms of
Jerusalem’s surrender.

But I also wanted to measure the deeper engagement with the
course material.To get a better sense of whether students felt they had
learned something and, moreover, whether they could articulate how
their perception of the city and its meaning had been affected by what
they had learned, I asked them at the beginning of the course (or
sometimes, by email, before the semester started) to write a few para-
graphs on why they were taking the course and what Jerusalem meant
to them. At the end of the term I asked them to reread their earlier
submissions and comment on them in light of what they had learned
and experienced in the course. I also specifically asked students to
speak to the course goals and articulate what they thought we had
been able to achieve. These final submissions were basically elaborate
narrative and introspective course evaluations. Here are a few excerpts
from two such papers from 2003, organized by goals and aspects of the
course content.42

On Rereading the Comments Submitted at the Beginning of Term
STUDENT B: I cringe when I read my initial analysis of “what Jerusalem
meant to me, and why?” I am embarrassed by the arrogance and inward-
ness of my own thoughts and perception. If anything has changed this year
it is the breadth of view with which I now see the city. It is not only a
symbol of hope because for many it embodies pain, loss and evil. It is not
only a city but for many a friend, a home and a promise. It is not only
political because it is also religious and cultural. It is all things, and there-
in lies the complexity.

42 Student A was a female
College of Communi-
cation Journalism major
who describes her back-
ground as Swedish,
Lithuanian, and Irish.
Student B was a female
College of Arts and
Sciences student with a
mixed Jewish and
Christian background,
The excerpts included in
this paper are cited with
the permission of the
authors.
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On the General Course Goals:
The Linkage of the Religious and the Political
STUDENT A: Jerusalem has so much history—there are so many important
dates and names, and events and people. But in this course, the focus was
on making conceptual sense of these dates, names, events and people. I was
able to organize all these items through recognizing their historical con-
nections to the three monotheistic faiths: Judaism, Christianity and Islam.
More importantly, I’ve organized these connections through not only
their religious manifestations, but also political and societal manifestations.
This semester I learned the importance of recognizing the difference. Not
all Arabs are Muslim, and not all Muslims are Arabs. At the beginning of
the semester, I was too quick to blame the problems in Jerusalem on pure-
ly religious conflicts. But the problems are not purely religious. I would
argue they are more political—focused on the fight for sovereignty, power
and land. We made the important distinction in class between an “anti-
Israeli government” stance and anti-Semitism. It is dangerous to see these
two terms as synonymous, and this was an important distinction for me to
recognize because it allowed me to restore some of my own faith in reli-
gious ideals.

STUDENT B: Jerusalem, as I have learned, is bigger than my understanding
of it. Its significance is vaster than the generations of its inhabitants.At the
very heart of the eternal struggle for Jerusalem lays an inwardness; and a
belief system that denies the multi-faceted nature of the situation. It is a
belief that says, “Mine is the view, mine are the wounds, and only mine
matter.”

On Critical Reading of Sources and Reading for Bias
STUDENT A: Personal attachments made studying Jerusalem a more daunt-
ing task, but passion for this subject gave this course additional depth.
Looking at this semester in its entirety, I would argue the most important
lesson I learned is that everyone has a bias—even myself—and those bias-
es are a filter for different ways people can study and view history.While
biases are unavoidable, it is important to recognize personal biases and
work around them so that we see “imagination” for what it is, and the
facts for what they are.

STUDENT B:Truly, only when a variety of biases surface, can any be seen
for what they are.The secondary material allowed for another perspec-
tive on the same events to be aired, and for such biases to be seen.

(…)
To absorb without evaluation the content of any work is careless and

even a proponent of the misinformed. In an academic study, as with all
pursuits, it is absolutely necessary to evaluate the source by which one is
informed. It is as crucial to evaluate the bias of the source as it is to
understand the personal bias with which you come as a reader. In the
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exchange of information there are only shades of gray, where facts are
inseparable from interpretation and truth is a matter of perspective.

On the Bias of the Instructor
STUDENT A: Before the course started, I assumed Professor Zank was
Jewish when I read his name and saw his picture on his website. I won-
dered how a Jewish professor would adequately present the alternative
perspectives about Jerusalem. However, in the duration of the course, it
never came out what Professor Zank’s religious preference was. Even at
the obvious frustration from some of my classmates, Professor Zank
remained a completely neutral historian who helped the class recognize
the difference between physical evidence and historical “imagination”,
which is influenced by humans with human agendas.

On Jerusalem
STUDENT B: Jerusalem itself is like the completed puzzle. Each inhabitant,
lover, traveler and student of the city holds a tiny piece of that larger mas-
terpiece.The true splendor of the city is in its entirety. Each piece alone is
beautiful, but the compilation is magnificent. It bewilders me that a city, and
piece of land,can be personified, serenaded,adored,prayed to, and esteemed.
Greater is my amazement that we all, at time, miss the larger beauty of the
city when we choose to look only into what makes it beautiful to us.
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