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Israel's Four Holy Cities: Hebron 
Daniel Jerany Silver 
January 9, 1983 

I've always believed that one of the tragedies of current educational practice 

and of our current interests is that we pay so little attention to histoi:y . Now, 

I don't believe that history repeats itself and I don't agree with Carl Jung that 

there's sane kind of unoonscious, enotional imprint deep in each of us, the oon­

ditioning of the past, but I do believe that we are not what we think ourselves, 

wholly rational and reasonable creatures, and I do know that we are born into a 

particular context, family, ccmnunity, culture arrl that the decisions that we make, 

the decisions that our family and a:mnunity and culture take are, in fact, deeply 

affected by the corrlitioning of tre past. You've only to look al:x>ut you across 

the world to recognize how many of the tensions, the aggravations, the oonflicts, 

are conflicts which are carryovers fran times past. Arrl so I tix)ught I would take 

-~-- an historic therre as If¥ min-series for the year, a theme which seemingly has very 

little to do with our times and our life, the jargon word is relevance, arrl try to 

suggest to you how consideration of the frur holy cities of Israel, in fact, can 

tell us a great deal alx:>ut our times and al:x>ut Middle Eastern oonflict and al:x>ut 

ourselves. 

let me begin by .remindirg you of tmse wonderful, bejeweled caskets which you 

can see in the medieval oollections of sane of our better rrn.iseuns, they're called 

reliquaries. And they were built to house the lx>nes of sane martyr or a locket of 

hair fran sane Christian saint or even a piece of what was supposed to be the true 

cross. I've never knc:Mn what the false cross was, but this is supposed to be the 

true cross. And if yoo read Christian chronicles fran the Middle Ages or any of 

the long history of the Crusades you recognize just how important these relics of 

ancient spiritual heroes in fact were. There are all kioos of miracle stories: 

how a thief broke into a cathedral treasury and stole the reliquary and God struck 

him dead like Job with a thunderbolt. Arrl if you look at the history of the Crusades 

you rec:x,gnize that one of the caupelling reasons for the Crusades was that the 
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Sarasan control of the holy places had ch::>ked off the supply of relics which was 

flowing into Europe, and ro self-respectim church could really be established un­

less it had one of these bits of nuclear IXJWer at its very heart because in truth 

the faithful looked UIX)n these relics as tangible proofs of the presence of sanething 

divine, sanethim heavenly within the oonfines of that particular buildim. And 

this kind of attitude was not limited to Christianity If you travel through Buddhist 

Asia you' 11 f irrl in every great shrine area what is called a stupa. A stupa is 

a great pile of stone in pyramidical, usually cylindrical fonn, it .can be hundreds 

of feet high, but inside in the very heart of this stupa, the sane way as in the 

heart of the pyramids of ancient Egypt, there was a little box in which the faithful 

had kept, preserved sanething associated with the person of Galtamah, of the Buddha, 

or sanething associated with one of the Buddhist saftas, one of the h::>ly men wlx:> 

had becane a Buddhist saint. 

:t-b-1, in the M.lslim world because Islam, like Judaism, believed in the resur­

rection of the body, they weren't about to chop up bodies so they oould piece 

around little bi ts fran here arrl there of this saint and that holy man. What you' 11 

find instead throogh:>ut North Africa, throughout the Middle Fast, are little 

shiJ:rines. They're usually simple wattle or brick buildings, perhaps they're daned, 

in which there's a grave. The grave is raised above the ground usually arx1 

arowrl the grave you'll see a place where candles can be burned, and on the grave 

you'll see that the faithful have placed Sllall stones, each one representing a 

particular prayer for healing, for safe childbirth, for i.Imortality, whatever the 

prayer may have been. And this is the tanb of sane saint, sane h:>ly man, and it's 

believed that sarelDw his charisma, the spiritual IXJWer which was associated with 

him in life, oontinues even in death. Sociologists of religion have many words 

for this, hismanah, in the African world it's called ejuju. Whatever it is, it's 

that sense that there is a carryover £ran life to death, £ran death to eternity, 

of the spiritual, the h:>liness, the miraculous, the miracle-producing power of 

certain individuals. 
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'!here were always in all of these traditions rationalists, skeptics, who 

nocked at this association of graves, of reliquaries, with miraculous power. There's 

a story which yoo'll find in a number of versions in Arabic folklore of the {X)Or man, 

down and out in his luck, who had nothing left finally but his ass. And he and his 

ass left Baghdad ,or Damascus, it matters little, and they went out to try and make 

their fortune in the world, but things went fran bad to worse. Arrl finally, the 

Arab didn't have a single cent to his name, he couldn't even provide the fodder for 

his donkey, for his ass, and his donkey died, the one thing he had. And so he buried 

the donkey and he lay prostrate on the ground in grief and a warrlering caravan passed 

by and they scM this Arab prostrate on the ground, praying they thought. And they 

said, surely, he's praying to a holy man, and so they all got da.,n 'ioff their canels 

and their donkeys arrl they cane and they prayed. And, of course, when you pray you 

leave a few dollars for the man who manages the shrine and the :p:x:>r Arab rr:M had a 

growing business all around the grave of his ass. 

Now, lest you feel that such narishkeit is for them and not for us, let me 

assure you that visiting the graves of holy men, makirg pilgrimages to the sepulchres, 

the grave caves, the actual graves of the saints and the spiritual heroes of our 

people, was one of the most ccmncn believed-in practices aroong Jews which you can 

possibly imagine for the u,.o thousand years or so beb1een about the close of Biblical 

tines down to our own day. And it really hasn't ended. Sane years ago we were in 

M:>rocoo arrl we drove up into the Atlas ~tains franMarakesh and along the road 

we suddenly came across a little wilding, a little daned, one-roan building, am 
it had a Magin David, a star of David over the door and I got down and came closer 

so I CX>Uld read the sign am it said: this is the grave of the holy man, Rebbe so 

and so, am I went inside and sure erx:,ugh, there was a raised grave with a tam 

stone, and it -was a grave of a man wh:> had lived in the neighbomood wh:> died in 

the 'bftmtieth century. And there were camles which had been lit by the faithful 

whidl wexe still blrnio;J. '1bere was a little chair nearby where aie 00.11d recite 
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psalms, arrl I was told by the keeper, the man who was guarding this grave wh:>se 

business it was, that .Muslims arrl Jews fran the rountryside often cane to this 

place to offer their prayers. 

About three or four weeks ago we were talking about the eruv. I told you a 

little about the Karaites, those ma:lieval Jews who believed in the Bible and who 

were faithful in their ct>servance and believed that the rabbis had misled Jews 

by creating what we call rabbinic Judaisn, Talmudic Judaism, and they knew, these 

Karaites, that the practice of visiting the graves of the dead and expecting miracles 

to occur there is non-Biblical. There's not a single instance in the Bible of 

anyone doing this as an act of piety, and they bitterly criticized rabbinic Jews 

for being involved in this kind of business. And the vecy man whan I quoted to 

you, Sol Ben Masliah, since I was reading fran the eruv I went on and read through 

his work and I came across this paragraph. Now, we're talking of a man who lived 

in Jerusalem in the tenth century, just a thousand years ago. 

Hew can I remain silent when sane Jews are behaving like idolators. 
They sit at the graves, sanetimes sleeping throughout the night arrl 
they appeal to the dead: 'Oh, R. Jose ha-Gelil .. Heal me, grant 
me children. They kindle lights there and off er incense. 

Now, the practice was, and still is arcong sate of the faithful, you can see it 

near SVat, Naran and in Israel, the practice was to CXJ'.te to the graves, saneti.Ires 

with a little prepared petitioo, to pray at the grave, to expect sanehow that the 

magic, the manna, of the holy man will sanehow intercede for ycu in Heaven aoo 

that your prayer will, therefore, be granted. Ard when we speak of the foor holy 

cities of Israel, that's a medieval tenn, we speak of four cities which are desig­

nated as holy because they had h:>ly graves, not because pEq>le woo were holy oon­

tinued to live them, not because they were assc:x:iated with great events in the 

past or because they wam the blrial place of the great ancestor. Before I speak 

of these cities, partjc,,1Jarly Hebron, the thane of the mrn:i.Bj, let me just make 

one ci>aervaticm. we•ra creatw:ea of the senses, am I think one can make the ai:gu-
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ment that rrodern Judaism, liberal Judaism, has been far too reliant u{X)n the mind, 

been far too academic, far too antiseptic. Now I'm not arguing that we ought to 

begin burying our great religious heroes underneath the floors of the synagogue the 

way it's done in Europe or that we ought to hang the hats of the cardinals fran 

our lights up there. lt>r am I arguing that we ought to turn Mayfield into a tourist 

attraction, but I am suggesting that when in a traditional synagogue the 'lbrah is 

paraded around the rcx:m and the faithful reach out with the tip or the oorner of 

their tallit and they touch the Torah scroll and then touch it to their lips. '!hat 

act, that physical act of touching sanething which is symbolic of that which is 

divine, of that which is holy, is worth all of the brilliant readin:J arrl chanting 

of the Torah, all of the brilliant interpretation of the message of the Torah, it's 

a sinple act of ronfinnation. And sarehow we need that sense. We need to appeal to 

the senses, to the eye arrl to the ear and to the truch in our tradition far nore, 

I'm afraid, than we in the liberal segnents of Judaism have cbne. 

I want to speak first of Hebron because it has the oldest graves, and because 

it has the graves which are the nost ircmediate srurce of roncern arrl of oonflict. 

It's interesting ha-, graves that are four th:>usand years old can in fact be part of 

the source of ronf lict in the t\ventieth century. I read to yoo this norning the 

story of the purchase of the cave of Mahpelah by Abraham for the burial of his 

wife, Sarah. The cave is in Hebron. 'lhe meeting place, the public assanbly where 

he bought the grave, the field and the grave, was at the gate of the city of Hebron. 

Abraham, who was a semi-beoouin, spent a great deal of time in and aroum Hebron. 

The Tarabints of Mamre under which he sat, this great oak tree urxler which he 

sat when the visitors cane by wh:> were on their way to tell Sadan of Ganurah 

of their destruction was suwased to have been near Hebron, and if you went to 

Hebron early in this century the guide would still point out to you Abraham's 

tree. 

'!he grave of Masara was by tradition in Hebron. We don't know whether that 
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tradition is a oontinuous one. All we do kIDW is that by the seoorrl or first cen­

tury B.C.E. there's a text in the Book of Jubilees which makes clear to us that 

the patriarchs and the matriarchs, Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebecca, Jacob and 

I.eah, were in fact buried there. Sane time after the HaS"OC>neans took power the 

cave where th~~urials were supposed to have taken place was floored over and a 

great wall was erected. It was called, if you visit Hebron, the wall of Herod, but 

we're not sure1Jit was Herod who in fact built it, it may have been built before, 

and Josephus in the first centw:y irrlicates that these graves had great marble forms 

over than. Now, in Biblical tlll\eS, as far as we knJW, no one made pilgrimages to 

these graves. Indeed, the Biblical tradition seems to be opposed to the woole idea 

because, as you know, when l-bses dies they make a p::>int of saying that oo one kna-,s 

where he is buried until this day. His burial, the burial of the greatest of our 

ancestors, was oot to be known. But as far as the patriarchs and matriarchs, the 

fathers and nnthers of the early antiquity, the tradition associated with Hebron 

was a particular cave, probably a doubled cave, a particular cave there which was 

associated with it scma time in antiquity arrl it becane a great center of pilgrimage 

and of prayer. 

'1he history of Hebron is interesting for it's not only a great market city 

which sits on the southern edge of the pilgrimage road across the top of the Judean 

hills which runs fran the Negev throogh Hebron, Bethlehem and Jerusalem into Sa­

maria and then into the Galil, but it was for a long time the major city in that 

part of Judea. According to the Bible it was given to a man named Kal.ib by Joshua 

once the people had rooved in and corx:pered the land. When David becane king in 

Israel Hebron was for the first seven years the capital which he dlose until he 

had corquered £ran the Jeblsites Jerusalem and made it his own. Hebron then plays 

a very important role in air Biblical tradition. Nlen Jerusalem becane the capital 

Hebron fell into a sea>mi level, and when the Babylonian Exile took place and the 

leaders were taken out of Hebron, Hebron was resettled by a group called the 

F.damites, a group who lived in what is today Jordan, and they ranained in possession 
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of Hebron until about the year 100, 125 B.C.E. when the descendants of Judah Mac­

cabee, the Hasrroneans, rerorquered the place arrl that's when we first hear of the 

tourist trade, the religious tourist trade, and then it ranains a great pilgrimate 

center until the destruction of the Temple. It doesn't seen to suffer as badly 

during the revolts against Rane as it does Jerusalem, rut it's definitely a mioor 

center, a place where people care and pray. 

When the Byzantines oorquered this part of the world, took it over, they wilt 

a great church within the oonfines of the platfonnwhich Herod apparently had built. 

And when the Muslims took over fran the Byzantines they took over the dlurch arrl 

oonverted it into a rrosque which they called the Hram Al Kali, the sacred area of 

the great frierrl, Al Kali, which is the nane that Koran gives to Abraham. Arrl by 

and large until the Crusades Jews and 141sliros co-existed in Hebron arrl Jews man­

aged to ranain there, to worship in or near the shrine. It was believed that 

burial rear the burial of the ancestors was a way of guaranteeirg one's protection 

until the tima of the resurrection, arrl there's a tradition in i;x:>st-Talmudic lit­

erature that burial in Hebron rear the grave was irore efficacious than burial even 

in the .r-t:>unt of Olives in Jerusalem. With the Crusades things changed arrl changed 

for the worst. 'lhe Crusaders destroyed most of the Jews win were in Hebron. When 

the M.lslims came back they were very angry with all wlD were mt Muslim arrl they 

put all kims of restrictions into place. In the year 1266 a rule was passed which 

said that oo Jew may cune into the enclosed area where the caves are beyord the 

seventh step up into the nosque. A window was cut near the fourth step which 

gave do.,m to a shaft which fell to the cavern level, and the faithful wmld mce 

to that fourth step and they \«>uld take their klitel, their little prayer, and 

they would utter a prayer an:1 they wool.d drop it through the window so that it 

would fall aJWn near to the grave site, what was soon to be the grave sites. 

Am so it was throughout the lalg Middle Ages. It was a tima of persecution. It 

was a time of unsettlir¥J. Jews were often pog1.aned. 'Ibey were often mx:ked. 
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It was a very difficult situation. Jews were a very small minority in Hebron, but 

the faithful ranaired there, prayirg there for the coning of the Messiah, for the 

renewal of Jewish life. And fran 1266 to 1967 no Jew was able to cane closer to 

the graves of the patriarchs than the seventh step of the east side of the roosque 

of Abraham. 

Now, in the 14th am 15th centuries a ghetto developed in Hebron. By that I 

mean a walled area within which the Jews lived, am the Jews built this ghetto for 

their own protection. The walls protected them fran attack and allrost all Jewish 

life was centered within maybe a square acre or t\vO of larrl, the 50, the 100, the 200 

families who sw:vi ved there. And they had a business where they would welcx:ne the 

pilgrims who cane fran throughout Europe. There was a little inn where they rould 

stay until they offered their prayers. The protection seemed to have been fairly 

good. During times when Arabs would fight with Arabs as they're doing today in 

Tri!:X)li, the smaller group would often flee into the ghetto to be protected fran 

those who were pursuing than. And in this ghetto there was a synagogue knc:Mn as 

the Bet Knessett Abraham-a-vinu, the synagogue of Abraham our father, which was 

the holiest of the synagogues in that little cx:mrunity. 

Now, when the 19th century cx:mes alx>ut am the Zionist nnvement ~ into 

being, Hebron is by and large overlooked by the new kirrl of Zionist pioneer. Hebron 

is settled not by those who want to go out arrl ~rk the land because there's very 

little areable land arrund Hebron. Hebron is not settled by th:>se ·of industrial 

anbitions. Hebron has never been an irrlustrial city and is not today, it's largely 

a small market town; but it was settled first of all by disciples of the Habad 

whan we've learned abalt in nore recent years, Hasidic Jews fran Eastern Europe 

woo followed a great leader and wh:> established aDOUnd 1850 their own little yeshivah 

and their own little center in Hebron. And then in the early part of the 20th cen­

tury one of the great Lithuanian yeshivahs, Sloootka yeshivah, established in Heb-

ron a secx:>nd center where the youI¥J people woo wanted to cane and live a life of 



9 

piety, prayi~ for the Messiah, caild in fact a:me and study and learn. So Hebron 

noves into the 20th centw:y still in the mErlieval world. It is the roost religious 

of all of the cities of 20th centw:y Palestine, both fran the Muslim point of view 

and fran our Jewish religious point of view. Still today, it 's the one M.lslim city 

in the West Bank which has no cinema. It's still the one city in the West Bank 

where most of the wcmen still wear the veil, they dcn't appear in public so that 

you can see their faces. It's still the one city in the West Bank where you' 11 be 

hard put to get a hard drink at the local inn. It's been a city then whose religious 

past remains vecy much alive, and it is the one of the four holy cities in Israel 

which was outside of Israel, totally outside of Israel, when the partition decision 

of 1948 was established. Slad and Tiberias were entirely within Israel. Jerusalan 

was a divided city, but Hebron was entirely within the West Bank. And it was the 

source of arotional concern to many pious Jews that this center, associated with 

Abraham, with Isaac, with Jaoob, with David, this center which for the entire me­

dieval pericx:1 had been the place where pilgr.ur5 had a:me for healing, to pray to 

the ancestors, which had been one of the centers of Talmudic study, oould be a 

place which was denied them. 

There was another reason. 'lbere was a nore nDdern fonn of martyrology asso­

ciated with Hebron. In 1929 the yeshivah in Hebrcn was attacked. '!he British 

oonstabulacy in Hebron pullm back and before the dust had settled 67 of the 

yeshivah students or teachers or trose associated with the yeshivah were dead; 

60 ITDre were seriously injured; and theBritish evaruated ITDst of the yeshivah students 

£ran Hebron. It was the greatest blood letting pr~ld war II in all of Jewish 

Palestim. sane renained. 'lbere was another attack on the little Jewish camumity 

in 1935, and after this attack the British evacuated all Jews £ran Hebron am 
it remainsi judenrein Wltil 1967. 
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So Hebron speaks to what is koown in Jewish historicqraphy as the old yeshuv, 

that it speaks not to modern Zionists, the social idealist, the Ben Gurions and that 

group. It speaks to the Israel of the yeshivot, the Israel of tiE Adleceon, those 

who prayed for Zion, Israel wh:> lCX>k upon Zion as a holy land where miraculous 

things have occurred, occur, and will occur again. And it is here that their martyrs 

fell and it is here that their martyrs are to be rcourned. And so in 1967 when i .. 

Hussein made one of his classic mistakes and against the advice of the Israelis, en­

tered into war, Hebron fell as did the whole of the West Bank am rDN there was a 

problem, tJ\e problan of religion, the prd:>lem of histo:ry, the prci>lan of piety. 

Here is a city which has been entirely judenrein, entirely with:>ut Jews since 1935. 

Here is a city where Jews were not allowed to rrove beyond the seventh step up towards 

the grave of their rcost imrortant ancestors, the patriarchs . Here was a city which 

was associated with h:>liness. Here was a city which was entirely M.lslim, arrl rDN 

it was a city occupied by, controlled by the Israel Defense Forces. The Israeli 

goverrment didn't krx:,w what to do arrl, as always when there's a vacuum pcwer, in­

decision, sa1a>ne rroves in. There hcrl arisen during th:>se years a group in Israel 

called the Gush Emunim. '!he Gush Emunim means the circle of the faithful. It's a 

group of people rcost of wlx:m are traditional Jews, sane of wlon are Jews woo simply 

believe that we rrust never again allow arr+J part of the Holy Land to fall into non­

Jewish hands. Zionism rrust be a total experience which has lost total control of 

Palestine. 'Ihe Gush Em.mim, under a man naned ~ses Ievinger, simply rroved into 

Hebron. 'Ibey booked as Swiss tourists nnus in the best hotel in Hebron called 

the Park Hotel, and in 1968, just a fewnonths after the sumner, they cane, sup­

posedly for a visit and they stayed and they stayed. And the mayor of Hebron 

rose up in indignaticn and there were speeches in the United Nations and the Is­

raeli governnent, which was a labor goverrment, CXJtplained abalt these people who 

had taken the law into their am hands, blt the Israeli IOOOd was oot one which 

wanted to see Hebral revert to the status that it had, where Jews were cxnianned 
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arrl oorrlenned arrl killed. And so the mupranise that was worked out was s:inply 

that they pull these few families under Rabbi lt>ses IevirXJer out of the Park Hotel 

and they put them in the old Taggart Fortress which the British oonstabula:ry had, 

one of those typical µ:>lice static:ns which dotted Israel under the British, arrl 

they put them there and told them you can bunk there and they assumed that in a few 

nonths they wruld get tired of all of this and they would leave. But fanatics don't 

get tired, and they stayed and they stayed and they stayed. And finally the Labor 

government said, well, there's really nothing we can do here arrl there's strategic 

reasons to build sare kind of control µ:>int around Hebron, so on a hillside above 

Hebron at a place called Kiriat Arba which is the old nane for Hebron. '!hey began 

building a m:xiern apartlrent city, and if you go to Hebron tcxlay you'll find it has 

about a tlx)usand apartnent units. It's a...tnpletely separated fran the old city by 

Awadi, but it's there, tc:Mering over the city with search lights and with a wired 

fence to protect it because it's still a very dangerous area. 'As a matter of fact, 

it's the area that roost of those woo go to Israel never visit because it's always 

on your list and the guide wiJJl ahoost always tell you it's not wise to go into 

Hebron today. It's interesting to go, but it's really not wise unless you have 

an overriding reason or overriding curiosity. 

In any case, the M:>ses IeviIXJer and his Gush nova:1 up into Kuriat 

Arba arrl roore and 100re pa:>ple came to join them. 'lbere are ro-,, about 3,000, 3,500 

people living in Kiriat Arba and so things went alo03 during the 1970's. But fa­

natics are not only never tired rut they're always thinking ahead am, after all, 

the Hebron that z.t>ses Ievinger is inte?."eSt:Ed in was the old Hebron, the old Jewish 

quarter, the synagogue of Abrahan Avin, the rights to pray rootinely at the shrine. 

Now, the rights \1Jere granted and they worked out a system that Jewish times of 

prayer ard M.Jslim times of prayer woold not CX>Jlflict, but ooe day in 1979 suddenly 

Mrs. Ievinger am a nmtler of wanen £ran Ruriat Arba and their children desoemed 

ard began to squat in the old Bet Hadassah. In 1906 Radassah had established a 
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medical clinic in old Hebron arrl this was the nost ilrp:>rtant Jewish building in 

the to,m. It hcrl remained there during the years in which Jews had not been allowed, 

it hcrl been turned partially into a marketplace, but now the Jewish came down arrl 

they began to squat. This was their first attenpt to nove into old Hebron and, 

again, this time there was a Li.kud govei:1ment. Mr. Begin talked about political 

undesireability of their act, but again, no one really rroved against than. Instead 

of rrovirg against them the IDF was in position of having to defend them frcm Arab 

attack and they remained. And finally saoo of the men folk cane down to Bet Ha­

dassah and joira:l than. Arrl then in early 1980, alx>ut six nonths after this nove 

into Bet Hadassah, a number of this group were returning fran prayers at the graves 

and they were attacked by Arabs arrl six were killed, including one wlD was apparently 

the target of the attack, a rough, tough Je,, who had been known to break into Arab 

hcmas, to terrorize the lone owners and to tell then that trey soould leave because 

this was Jewish land and Jewish territocy. I t was a carefully planned attack, co­

ordinated by the PLO. It had been known ahead of time to the mayor of Hebron. Is­

rael's response was to exile Kowastani, the mayor, arrl also the mayor of the 

nearing tam,Ahalhul, who hcd been cooperating with the PID for a period of time. 

Tensions again rose to fever pitch and for awhile tlrings simply staggered on 

until the Gush made their next m:we which was to cxroe down one night and to nove 

into t\\10 apartments next door to the ruins of the old synagogue of Abraham Avinu. 

Now I.evinger am aoother family naned Dane simply cane and they squatted in these 

ruins and it becane, they were Jewish places with Jewish ownership, am they said 

we have every right to be there. And again, indecision, and again, international 

cacplaint, and again, no~ was really done. I.evinger's position, insofar as 

it is ratiooal, is that this area, the old Jewish ghetto, is Jewish and it is in­

tolerable for Jews to accept the idea that any part of the Holy Lard which is 

theirs by possession, they have deeds to this lam, s:tnlld be denied to then; ard 

that if Israel will ever pull back £ran the West Bank they will remain. 'Ibey have 
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as much right to autorx:my on the West Bank as do the Arabs. 'lb say that there's 

sane logic to this is, of CX>Urse, true. 'lb say that deep arotions are involved is 

obvioosly so. 'lb say that this is a cause of great ooncern, great tension, is 

equally true, but ha,, do you respond? How do you react? You're a Je,,, rrotivated 

by the past, rrotivated by their CMrl messianic ideas, woo insist that a holy city 

where Je,,s have lived for four thousand years should not be judenrein, who insist 

that Jews have the right to go and to possess prq:>erty which is by title theirs, 

who insist that Jews Im.1st be granted the rights that Arabs are demarrling for then-­

selves arrl Olristians for thanselves, entrance to the places which are holy to than. 

Now, in microcosm you have here the problan of the West Bank and in 

microcosm you have also the reason that the simple solutions which are being offered 

by people to the West Bank, simple, reasonable solutions, sinply won't work because 

there are Levingers on our side and there are I.evingers on their side. And it's 

one thing to sit in Paris or IDrrlon or Washington or wherever in the west and to 

say, certainly, let's work out a solution. It's reasonable for the Je,,s to give the 

Arabs the Palestinians' autorx:my on the West Bank. It's reasonable for the Pales­

tinians to give those Jews who have possession of land on the West Bank the right 

to remain there. It's reasonable for the Jews to get certain guarantees that the 

West Bank will mt heavy weapons brought into it. It ought to be reasonable then 

for Israel to agree to withdraw arxl for all of this to take place. Well, what is 

reasonable is rot always historically feasible. '!hat's the reason to learn history. 

Can you ll[la:Jine the Arabs in Hebron woo have since 1266 looked upon 

the Jews as unfortunate infidels wtX> ought not to be anong them, who can be tolerated 

only up to the seventh step of their haran? can you imagine Hebron where Jews were 

caupletely done a,,ay with during the thirtiea, am the forties aoo the fifties arxl 

nost of the sixties being satisfied to allow the Jews to CXJte back am establish 

a thriving cxmnunity in the old ghetto? can you imagine what will happen as the 

Jewish children of these fanatics on one side, am the Jewish children of the 
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fanatics on the other side mix arrl mingle and struggle and stones are thram? 

Unfort\lllately, arotion, tradition, passion, belief, all of these terms 

rrust be figured into the West Bank equasicn,arrl I guess all we can do is hq>e that 

the ancient graves of Hebron will not becxme the graves of noderns because of these 

ancient traditions and feelings arrl beliefs of our people and of their people. But 

beliefs can't be doubted, and the µ:,wer of these beliefs cannot be overridden by 

~treason. 'Ihe people who are in Hebron are there because they are willing to 

put their lives on the line for what they believe and no aro\lllt of persuasion, short 

of force, will force them to rrove out. And I can't imagine the Israeli goverment, 

any Israeli government, having the will, the political will to send the Israel De­

fense Forces in and to rarove these people forcibly. Yami.t was one thing. Yamit 

was in the Sinai. The Sinai is not the Holy Larrl. The Sinai is out trere, but 

Hebron is a roly city. Hebron has a holy past. Hebron is a roly place. Hebron 

is part of the Jewish psyche, and ~atever is workerl out for Hebron rrust in sane 

way take into oonsideration, whether we like it or not, whether we like these people 

or not, rrust take in the feelings and the passions of the Ievingers and of their 

follCAvers as well as the needs of sane of us to be roore rational and nore reasonable. 
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to be completely renewed. The soil of this field is of a red 

color, wherefore the Hebrews have a tradition that Alfam 

~of a reddish color." 

~-~he German pilgrim Burchard, who came to the Holy 

Land in 1280, wrote: "A bow-shot west of the Cave of 

Machpelah is the Field of Damascus, where Adam was 

formed from cby. As a matter of fact, this field has ex-

ceeding rell earth, which can be molded like wax. I took 

a good quantity thereof away with me. So do the other 

pilgrims and Christians who visit these places; moreover, 

the Arab Saracens carry this earth on the backs of camels 

to Egypt, Etlliopia, ln<lia, and other places and sell it for 

a very precious price. Yet there seems to be only a small 

hole dug in the place. It is said that at the end of the year, 

however big the hole may have been dug, it is mirnculously 

fillell up again. I forgot to inquire about the truth of this, 

but I can say this much, that when I was there the hole 

was a small one, so that four men could scarce have sat 

therein and was not deeper than up to my shoulders. It is 

said that no beast attacks him who carries any of that 

ea~nd that it saves a man from falling." 

~~-:_talian pilgrim of the year 1347 tells of Adam's field 

in Hebron that "the Moslems of Egypt buy this soil at a 

Mgh price and chew it as if it were a sweet.»
021 

3 / THE CA VERN OF ADA~{ AND EVE 

In the M ilMle Ages there was shown in Hebron the 

cavern where Adam and Eve lived after they were driven 

out of paradise ( fig. 16). 

1 

An English traveler in 1506 described the sigltts of , 

Hebron: "And in the same vale is a cave in a rock where 

Adam and Eve dwellecl when they were driven out of 

• According to the sag1:s of the Tahmul, .. it has been taught that • • • 

the ,lust of the 6nt mnn wos gathered from nil parts of the earth: Adam's 

trunk came from B"bylon. his he"J from the land of lsrncl, his limbs 

from other lands." ( See Legend, of Jerusalem, p, 69.) 
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.:, LEGENDS OP JUDEA AND SAMARIA r 

"First the penitent scourges himself as he sees fit, three 

or four times, more or less; then he unbelts his clothes and 

when he is naked, he is covered from head to foot with a 

coarse sack; then he is laid on the ground and pulled and 

dragged back and forth by three or four strong young men; 

meanwhile the rabbi or the cantor walks up and down 

proclain1ing loudly: 'Thus \Vill he done to the man who 

angered his Creator, thus ,.vill be done to the n1an who 

offended his Creator. \Voe to us on the Day of Judgment, 

woe to us on the Day of Wrath. 1 And the people look on 

and weep."~H / 

8 / THE MIRACLE AT HEBRON 

"Jle who sees a place where 1niracles tvere 

tvrouglit for Israel, shottld say: 'Blessed is Ile 
who wrought miracles for our fathers. 1

,, 

~Jany years ago a cruel Mosl m sheik reigned over 

Hebron. One day he sun11nonecl the chiefs of the Jewish 

co1n1nunity and said to then1: ·'Kno,v that ye n1ust bring 

1ne fifty thousand piasters \vithin three days. And should 

ye fail, your end will be a bitter one. I shall enslave half 

of you and burn the rest." 
The llebron Jews were poverty-stricken and their souls 

shrank \vithin them in fear ,vhen they heard this terrible 

dcc.:ree. The rah bi ordained fasts and supplications, and all 

the c.:ongregalion-men, women, and children-went to 

the Synagogue of Abraham and prayed and wept with all 

their hearts and souls throughout the night. 
That same night th~ ruler had a drearn. Three old men 

stood over him and den1anded fifty thousand piasters; 

should he not produce that sum they \vould at once slay 

hiln. Terror-stricken, the sheik quic:k]y left his bed and 

with trembling hands took from his treasHre chest a purse 
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filled with gold and silver coins, which he gave them. 

Meanwhile the Jews were praying and prostrating them­
selves before the holy ark in the synagogue, and the beadle 
sat at the narrow, lowl: ghetto gate, mournfully thinking 
of the plight of his community. Suddenly he heard a noise 
before the gate, and fear seized him, for he thought the 
messengers of the rnler were already come. But to his 
astonishment he saw the hand of a man tearing a hole 
through the gate, and as he gazed upon it in awe and 
wonderment it threw him a purse. 

The beadle opened the purse and beheld gold and silver 
coins; he bore it with great joy to the elders of the syna­
gogue. They opened it and found fifty thousand piasters, 
the sum their ruler had demanded from them. Then they 
understoo<l that the hand of God had wrought this miracle, 
and they rejoiced greatly. 

Three days passed, then the soldiers burst into the 
ghetto and demanded the money. The rabbi handed the 
purse to them. They brought it to their lord, who recog­
nized the purse he had taken out from his treasury to give 
the three elders of his dream; he understood that God had 
aided the Jews, and cried: "Behold, the Guardian of Israel 
neither slu1nbers nor sleeps." 

The Jews of Hebron appointed the fourteenth day of 
the month of Kislev as a day of joy and gladness to com­
memorate the miracle. This festival of theirs they called 
Takka Purim. Takka is the Arabic name for a small lattice, 
and the reference is to the lattice torn in the ghetto gate, 
whereby the hidden hand forced its way and threw the 
pnrse. 

For many years one could see the hole in the lattice of 
the gate, and when a new door was prepared for the 
ghetto, a perforation was made in it in memory of the 
n1iracle of Takka Puri111, and thus it remained until the 
Jewish quarter was destroyed in the riots of 1929.8
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