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Introduction

The recognition of Jerusalem as a holy city within a holy land both unites and divides Jewish, Christian, and Muslim traditions, serving as a source of commonality as well as conflict. Each of these religious traditions shares with the others a reverence for the same ancient city, but this shared locus of veneration has resulted in a long and ongoing history of tension, contestation, and violence. Despite a general consensus on the sacredness of Jerusalem, each tradition imbues Jerusalem with meanings used to reinforce divergent and contested ideologies. A similar paradox of both commonality and contestation is found in Jewish, Christian, and Muslim interpretations of the religiously envisioned past and future. Embedded in each of these religions’ visions of the past and future is the place of Jerusalem, seen as both the site of religious history and eschatological fulfillment. The sacredness of the past and future of Jerusalem is a shared concept, but the content of these visions remains a source of conflict.

In Jewish, Christian, and Muslim traditions, the notion of Jerusalem points to a multitude of symbolic meanings. In its many expressions, “Jerusalem” may refer not only to a city but also to an ideal, a vision of history, a vision of the future, a spiritual realm mirrored by the earthly city, and much more. As a toponym, “Jerusalem” refers to the city, but as a metonym, to a nearly infinite array of ideals. It is both specific and endlessly broad; both a contemporary city with an ancient history and a symbol for a plethora of ideologies.1 This abundance of symbolic meaning is a key component of the many identities of Jerusalem, which have been a focal point of the world’s attention for many long centuries: the Jerusalem of diverse and conflicted memory, hope, and fervent claims to visions of reality that encompass the transcendent as well as the territorial.

This volume has its roots in a conference that was convened in Jerusalem in February 2022, hosted by the Swedish Theological Institute of Jerusalem.2 Most of the chapters in this volume were presented at this conference, and after two years of delays due to the Covid pandemic, it felt like a remarkable turning point to be together in Jerusalem after a long hiatus from public gatherings. However, the horrific events that unfolded just a year later have nearly eclipsed the memory of the pandemic. Today, with cries of outrage, pain, and fear coming from multiple and opposing viewpoints, the world’s eyes are fixated on the land known as holy.

The war that began with Hamas’s terror attacks in Israel on October 7, 2023, and continues as this book is being completed, has changed the world. With news reports filled with tragedy and horror, intensely polarized responses to these events continue to spark further conflict abroad. Interpretations of the core causes and ideologies fueling this current conflict are many, reflecting divergent and highly contested perspectives, but one does not need to look far to see that religious claims to Jerusalem are intertwined with it. Indeed, the political leader of Hamas, Ismail Haniyeh, declared in a speech addressing the October 7 attacks, “this is about al-Aqsa mosque, it is the battle of the [Islamic] nation.”3

Throughout history, Jerusalem has been a place where the religious has become political, and this is experienced acutely today. The sharp increase in instances of religiously motivated acts of terrorism that began in the last few decades of the twentieth century is still on the rise, and as Mark Juergensmeyer observes, acts of violence committed in the name of religion draw fuel from convictions of moral transcendence as well as from the themes of struggle and transformation.4 All of this is evidenced in religious notions of Jerusalem, and while the chapters in this volume are being published in a world very different from that in which they were written two years ago, the issues they address are timelier than ever.



Time and Place in Religious Visions of Jerusalem

The chapters in this volume examine the intersection of temporal and spatial traditions of sacredness regarding Jerusalem: the temporal spectrum of memory and eschatology, and the spatial spectrum of Jewish, Christian, and Muslim designations of sacred space. Analyzing how memorial and eschatological traditions shape Jewish, Christian, and Muslim understandings of Jerusalem as a sacred place, this volume investigates related temporal and spatial paradigms and explores the nexus between religious conceptualizations of place and time. By bringing these chapters together under this thematic and theoretical framing, it offers new perspectives on the role of memory, eschatology, and sacred space in religious interpretations of Jerusalem. The chapters in this volume investigate historical interpretations of Jerusalem as well as their contemporary expressions in contexts of political tension, cases of religious extremism and violence, and interreligious relations, offering insights and analysis that shed light on many of the conflicts involving Jerusalem today.

The abundance of religiously significant sites in Jerusalem illustrates a few patterns in the construction of sacred space within contexts of religious contestation. One peculiar trait evident in many sites is that traditions of sacredness often cling to the location after the sites have changed hands and come under the jurisdiction of other religious traditions.5 In some cases, when territory changes hands, sites are put to the service of the new dominant religion. How many churches around the world have been built on top of ancient pre-Christian shrines, in strategic moves that not only symbolically proclaim theological supersession of the ancient religions but also hint towards the repurposing of an existing sacredness lodged in that place?

In another pattern, a single site can be given multiple and contradictory attributions of sacredness contemporaneously. This is evidenced, for example, by an ancient tomb on the Mount of Olives that is revered alternately as the tomb of three different women, depending on the religious traditions applied to the site: it is the tomb of Saint Pelagia according to Christian tradition, the tomb of the Sufi Rabi’a al-’Adawiyya according to Muslim tradition, and the tomb of
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