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And what is the language of Jerusalem? Always it has been the language of longing. We were always longing for Jerusalem. Even here in Jerusalem, we are still longing for Jerusalem.
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Introduction


“Place involves human narrative and memory including deeper narrative currents that absorb the stories of all who have lived there previously. It is, therefore, appropriate to think of places as texts, layered with meaning.”

– Philip Sheldrake

I History

The history of a place is the history of stories told about that place, a history of “constructs of the imagination” that accumulate, as though they were stones piled one upon the other to mark the trail of people, or peoples, who have wandered through and settled in a landscape.1 The imagined, which often embodies the desired, intertwines with the actual – the hills, the valleys, eventually the built habitations – until the two, imagined and actual, seem to become one. And then there are the places where the stories told about them imbue them with sacred value, transforming a place into the place, which is the place where, for the believer, some element of the divine resides.2 Humans are offered there the possibility of an encounter with the divine, thus transcending their material bonds. This is the place where earth and heaven, the spiritual and physical, may unite: an axis mundi.

The first story connected with Jerusalem, the axis mundi of the Abrahamic monotheistic traditions, and hence of the western world, marks the place in a complex way long before the city has its name and identity. Up to the hilltop where Jerusalem will one day be built, at God’s command, the patriarch Abraham takes his son Isaac to bind him there and slay him, a sacrificial offering to God. Of course, the killing of the son does not happen, halted at the last moment by the staying hand of an angel; a ram caught in the thicket is sacrificed in place of the boy. But the substitution does not diminish the high drama of the story and its impact, reverberating from that moment ever onwards. After all, there on that hilltop where Jerusalem will stand, Abraham exhibited his willingness to slaughter his beloved son to prove his obedience to his God.

Jerusalem’s first story is a story of blind faith. Jerusalem’s first story is a story told to glorify devotion to one’s god, above all else, even above devotion xivto and responsibility for one’s child. One can imagine how the violence of the almost-filicide permeated the hilltop, infused the air with choked-back screams, became ingrained in the very dirt – there on Mount Moriah where Jerusalem will stand.3 Jerusalem’s first story, a foundational story of the Jewish tradition, sets the stage for the extreme nature of the city that will be, a city “toxic and intoxicating” in equal measure.4

The stories about Jerusalem that become the told history of Jerusalem pile up. King David chooses to make that hilltop place his kingdom’s capital, having conquered the city from the Jebusites. His son, King Solomon, builds there the Holy Temple, creating thus an ethnic center for worship, a place of offerings and pilgrimages; later, the Temple will be destroyed, the people sent into exile. There in Babylonian exile, the Jewish people establish the lost capital as their lodestar. Remembering the city, memorializing the city, never forgetting her (they determine), will lead them back one day, out of exile. The psalm’s verses are repeated, incantation-like: “If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth”; forgetting (they determine) would rob them of speech itself. Thus, Jerusalem as iteration of human identity and expression, as home and haven for the exiled, as dreamed of site of promised salvation, unfolds.

In the post-exilic period, the Second Temple is built, and later, as recorded in the Gospels’ narratives, it is there in the Temple’s courtyard that Jesus overturns the moneychangers’ tables, then carries his cross to his agony and to his death. The city is thus marked as central for the Christian religion developing. Layers of holiness produce new layers of holiness; religion builds on religion with Jerusalem remaining a geographic and spiritual nexus. And so, centuries later, the prophet Mohammed journeys at night to the city, to “The Furthest Mosque,” and from there ascends into the heavens, to meet the prophets who came before him, and God.5 The city will exist from then on as a contested site, perhaps the world’s most contested site, claimed as “holiest” or as preeminently their own by Jew, Christian and Moslem all. Divided (and protected) by walls, conquered and conquering, erupting into blood-shedding conflict time and xvtime again, triggered by even a single spark, Jerusalem incarnates the danger of investing one place with so much divinity. But Jerusalem is also a place of promise and possibility, a place that is, for those who inhabit her, intimately and intensely their own.6

Jerusalem of Holy Temples, of the Holy Sepulcher and Al Aqsa Mosque, of sanctuaries, places of worship and pilgrimages; Jerusalem of desolation and destruction; Jerusalem of endless longing; Jerusalem of ruins and sackcloth; Jerusalem of sorrow and promised redemption; Jerusalem of Gold and of sanctified stones; Jerusalem of eight gates and seven hills, of four quarters and east and west; Jerusalem the desired beloved, just beyond the wall and Wall; Jerusalem of checkpoints and blockaded communities; Jerusalem of too much remembering; Jerusalem of bloody battles and bombings and riots; Jerusalem liberated and occupied; Jerusalem united and always divided; Jerusalem gazing eastward, breathing desert and Dead Sea winds; Jerusalem to where the faithful direct all their prayers.

Jerusalem, the paradox: the place one goes in order to transcend the limits of place.

It is to this Jerusalem, and these many Jerusalems, the poets are drawn; it is about this Jerusalem, these many Jerusalems, the poets cannot help but write their poems, their psalms and songs.

II Biography

My father’s father was born in the Old City of Jerusalem, as were his grandparents and great grandparents before him. The family had settled there in the 1840s, leaving the northern Galilean hilltops behind. In my own childhood, travelling back and forth from the US to Israel, it was always and unquestioningly Jerusalem to which we returned. And each time we returned, I couldn’t help being mystified by how Israelis from other parts of the country could bear to live anywhere that wasn’t Jerusalem. Everywhere else seemed to me random places, of intrinsically less value or worth, certainly less meaning. Jerusalem was for me the epicenter, the heart of the land. With a child’s romanticizing vision (nurtured by the no-less romanticizing rhetoric of the adults around me), I experienced the commonplace of the city as charged with significance. The tree-shaded roads I would walk down on my way to school with the dappled xvishadows that told stories on the sidewalks; the huge white boulders in the as-yet wild and roadless Valley of the Cross that I would scramble across, registering the sun’s warmth that they harbored late into evening; the light that had its own singular vibrancy and seemed to change the very contours of the Old City walls as it shifted through the day; the first snow I saw fall on those walls, on its towers and the city’s trees, blanketing everything in a deep silence and a shimmering white – it was all exceptional, even miraculous, because it was Jerusalem.

When he married my Polish-born grandmother with her newly minted American citizenship, my grandfather left Jerusalem and lived his entire adult life in the US. But when he died, his body was
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