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Israel's Four H:>ly Cities: IV Jerusalem 
Daniel Jeraey Silver 
Jaruary 30, 1983 

vbat makes a city roly? Why are Hebron, TibPrias, Safed, Jerusalem, holy 

cities acoording to the tradition, and Haifa, Jaffa, Caeseria, Noblis, not? 

Holiness is, of course, in the eyes of the bemlder, and the best way, I 

think, to make this point clear is to read you a little article I clipped alnost 

twenty years ago which was describing an interview with a man named Zev Vilnay 

who was one of the classic guides to Israel in the 40's and SO's, a man wlX> has cxm­

piled a number of volumes on the legends of Palestine, and an encyclopedia on 

Yisroel. '!he year that he received the Israel prize for his work in re­

cording the legends arrl ~ history of Israel he told this story to one of the re­

porters. 

In the late 1920's, while taking a group of young people on a 

visit to historic spots, during ·which he recoonted many of the 

tales he had gathered fran historic soorces, they cane upon a huge 

rock, nearly seven feet high, on a hilltop near Hartuv in the rroun­

tains of Judea. Vilnay was in an expansive rrood, and on the spur of 

the nanent he gathered his young charges about him at the rock and im­

provised the following "legeoo: " 

When the Ranans prepared to beseige Jerusalem, the leaders of the 

garrison sent a message to every Jew in all the surrounding towns arrl 

villages, asking each to bring a large stone with which to strengthen 

the fortifications of the city and the Tanple. 

In those days there lived in the village of Zorah a mighty man, de­

scerrled fran Samson. His spirit rose up in him, and the strength of 

his ancestors flowed in his veins. And this man tore a massive ooulder 

fran the side of the ountain, heaved it up on his sh:>ulders, an:1 began 

to walk toward the roly city. He was still on the roountain pathway when 

he beheld thick pillars of snoke rising fran the hills to the east. 

He realized that he was too late; the city hcd been taken, the Tanple 

had been destroyed. 

He stumbled and fell in tears. His strength ebbed cMay, am the 

mighty stone pressed him ClC7,1Il and crushed him to death under its weight. 

'!here he found his grave. 

Since then, am till the present day, the massive rock has been kIXJWn 
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as "The Rock of Destruction, 11 in mem:)]:y of the destruction of Jerusalen 
and the Terrple. 
Vilnay was pleased with his sto:ry, and included it in the next edition of 

his "Legends of Palestine," prefacing the account only with: "Of this rock the 

following legend is told ... " Technically he was correct. The legend was repeated 

in subsequent editions, p}lgiarized, adapted, reµmlished and quickly became a clas­

sic, "handed da,,,n through the centuries~ " 

There are two epilogues to this story. The first happened many years later 

when Vilnay esoorted another group of visitors on a tour of Judean historic places, 

and they insisted that he take then to the "Rock of Destruction." He did so, but 

as they approached, a Yenenite Jew who had been starrling alongside the roonunent came 

up to Vilnay and courteously suggested that the veteran guide rover his head. "'Ibis 

is a holy s!X)t," the Yenenite said, and kissed the stone fervently. ''How rould I tell 

him?" Vilnay asked us, "that if he venerated the sto:ry it was rather me he should kiss." 

The second occurence was when the Israel Minist:ry of Religion, anxious to 

preserve the identity of holy sµ:>ts which might be lost and forgotten, held a fonnal 

cerarony dedicating the "Rock of Destruction" and erecting a plaque marking it as 

an official holy shrine. Vilnay was not invited. 

Holiness is that sense of a special power, in our Western tradition we would 

say the presence and power of God, enanating fran a particular object or place or 

act, or even a human being. '!he Latin word sanctus is a direct translation of the 

Hebrew kadosh, holy, and a place where worship is held is called a sanctua:ry, a holy 

place, the act, and the ritual, give off that sense sarehow of the presence arrl power 

of God. I don't know if you've mticed in the nares of sane synagogues, particularly 

synagogues in Europe, but they' 11 have either a kolfkof or a KK in front of the 

nam3, Kehila Kedosha, which means a holy congregation. Now, our response to holiness 

may be spontaneous. When Isaiah was in the Tenple in Jerusalen and had a sense of 

the presence of Q:xi he blurted out, Kadosh, kadosh, kadosha, Adonai 

holy, roly, holy, is the lord of oosts, the wh::>le earth is full of His glo:ry; the 
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words we still use in our worship service. Or it may be a sense which we have chor­

eograiiloo into worship as when a comregation rises whenever the 'lbrah is taken out 

of the Ark and rises again in respect when it is returned to the Ark. All of this is 

the feeling that we capture in the legend oE the Burning Bush when M:>ses hears Qxl 

speak out of the Bush and is told, "Take off your sandals fran off of your feet for 

this is holy grourrl." The Temple in Jerusalem was calloo Bet Hamikdash, the holy 

house, and there's a whole collection in the Talmud which deals with the instruments 

and the vessels and the rituals and the sacrifices in the Temple which is called 

kodashim, materials dealing with holy objects and holy utensils. And the greatest 

acts of loyalty by which a Jew proves his faith is calloo kiddusha shem, martyrdan, 

being holy ultimately in the faith of God. 

New, the word kadosh, this adjective, holy, cxnes fran an old Akadian root, 

kadashi, which neans to be bright, to shine. Alnost every eootion has sane kind of 

physical quality associatoo with it in people's minds, we're creatures of the senses, 

and the sense of luminescence, of charisma, in one sense is that which we associate 

with holiness. When M:>ses a:mes dCMn fran the nountain, having been with Gerl receiv­

ing the Carmandnants, his face is alight with rays of light, the sense of the holy, 

fran havirg been in the presence of God. And when artists, over the centuries, pic­

tured the saints, the holy men, they put a nimtlls, they put a halo around them, this 

external synbol to identify their holiness and their power. Now, one wh:> is h:>ly 

has pc:Mer am those who have ix,wer are both useful to mankind and a danger. We have 

to keep our distance fran the generator. Ard so ~ses, when he cxrnes <XJWn fran the 

nnmtain, oo lcmger lives within the enCanptent. He is set aside. He rcM lives 

as a ooly man ootside the canp, in a tent set apart, ard that's generally true, by 

the way, of shanans and lx>ly men in African and Indian tribes. We need their power 

at I ts of \\Orship, at ts when we need to plead with the elenents, with 

the gods, bit othelwiae we want to keep them at a distance, fearful of the ix,wer 

that they represent. 
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Now, that which is holy, unlike radium, sane mineral which keeps giving off 

energy, is holy because we invest oor feelings, our own sense of :p:,wer into it. Arrl 

we have a feeling that any failure to relate to that which is ooly in the proper wey 

might be a cause of danger to us. Airl just as toose who operate the nuclear power 

plants are very careful of the procedures that they use, so those priests who entered 

the holy of oolies in the Tanple of Jerusalan did so with fear arrl trepidation. In­

deed, in Seoond Temple days only the high priest once a year was allowed to enter the 

Temple, and then only after for several nights before other priests had instructed 

him in the exact steps that he should take, the genuflections that he should make, 

the confession, the words of~ confession that he soould speak, and the acts that 

he should perfonn there for if he made a single mi.stake it might be a fatal mistake 

for him. The Bible contains the myth which describes the sense of the power which 

we sort of instinctively inscribe to ooly thims, and it describes the wars between 

the Philistines an:l the Israelites before King David appears in the late 11th century. 

Arrl at one point during these wars the Philistines captured the Holy Ark and they 

take it to their capital arrl there the lbly Ark causes such confusion, such destruc­

tion anong the Philistines -that they serrl an anissary to the Hebrews, danan:iing 

that the Ibly Ark be taken back. '!hey can't hardle its wild,destructive in this 

case, energy. Holiness, then, is a natural response of awe, of reverence, of 

fear, to an ooject whim has been associated sanehow with the presence and the power 

of God. It is, therefore, wt necessarily a response which is to man's benefit. 

It does not necessarily mean that because we are in the presence of that which seems 

to us ooly we will be blessed by that preserce. A false pzqilet exuded the sare 

sense of awe am reverence arxl holiness as a true proi;ilet. And the Hasidic rel:ile, 

who was the presence of ooliness in the Hasidic circles of Fmq>e, often was able 

to work throogh the pmblans of his people; but quite often he was likely to tell 

sane of his peq>le he cu,Jd cure their ailments when, indeed, they sln.lld have been 

sent to a PW9ician. 
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lbliness, then, is neither beneficial nor hannful, neither good nor bad, 

but sinply a natural, instinctive response which even we in our cynical and secular 

age can sanetimes have. I rananber tmse who went to Jerusalan right after the '67 

war when, for the first time, it was possible to visit the Western Wall, and many 

went, puzzled by all this stush that people were making about visits to the Wall, 

what could it possibly mean, it was nothing rut a Wall? And one by one they would 

cane back and tell ne that it had been one of the nnst moving and µ,werful spiritual 

experiences of their lives,. It had spoken to tlsn, I suppose, of Israel's past, the 

first time they had sensed sanething of the holiness of Jerusalan, of the Temple. 

It was a sign, I suppose, in a more inmediate way of the renewal of Jewish life in 

our times. Whatever it was, the vibrations that were given off had to be p:,werful 

ones, pc:Merful erough to nove people like us who are not naturally caught up in the 

holiness of rocks, the holiness of graveyards, the holiness of anulets, the holiness 

of many of those d:>jects which preoccupiai the minds and the concerns of our fathers. 

And because holiness is such a b~ic, instinctive, but neutral, emotion sensible 

and wise religiou leaders have always triErl to fill the vessel, the word holy, with 

sanething nnre than awe, srnething more than fear, sanething nore than this instinctive 

errotional reaction, to give it meaningful content. And, interestingly, when we deal 

with the holiness of Jerusalan, and I did finally get to our subject of the norning, 

when we do get to the holiness of Jerusalem we see battled out over Jerusalan what 

is to be the neanirl1 of holiness anong our poople. 

Jerusalem begins its history in a rather urxlistiD3filshed way. It awears 

as a town in the seoom millemiun B.C.E., a canaanite town, ruled awarently by 

priest-kings, theocrats, \41o sp:>ke one of the Canaanite tongues, whose last rume 

teooed to included the word, zedek, ?elke Zedek of Abraham's time is the King of 

Jerusalem, except that Jerusalem in those days was called Shalan Shalem Salem. 

How did it becane Jerusalan? Sinply eoough. 'lhe word was ursalem.In late secxn:i 

millenniun tema ur means oomerstone am it came ultimately to be the same as the 
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Hebrew word ir, the city, IOOanS the city of Shalem. And oontrary to all of 

those pious mni.lies that you've heard over the years Shalem does not mce fran the 

saxre root as shalan. Jerusalem does not mean the city of peace, unfortunately it 

has rarely been the city of peace, it means the city of Shalamu, the city of Shalem 

who was one of the early canaanite gods. That's all the word means - Jerusalem. 

Jerusalem seems to have escaped the cx,rquest of~ Israelites longer than 

any other of the major towns in the Judean hills. We oon't know quite why, but it 

wasn't until arourrl the year 993 B.C.E., about 250 years after the beginning of the 

conquest, that David was finally able to capture Jerusalem, and at that point in 

993 B.C.E. he moved his capital fran Hebron a few miles north to the city we rDN 

think of as the capital of the Jewish State. It was a small town an:1 it had, as 

all these these Canaanite towns had, a high place, the threshing floor of Aruna 

which David purchased fran its CMner, and sane years later his son Salmon built on 

this high place a royal shrine and it bee~ one of the shrines that the Israelites 

had during the 10th, 9th and 8th centuries B.C. It was not the single shrine, it 

was mt the roost holy place, for many centuries. 'lhe great places were Shilo, Beth 

El. Jerusalem owes its very special IX)sition not only to the fact that it became 

remained the capital, but to one of the great early tragedies of Jewish life and 

to a miracle which seaned to take place there. In the 8th century B.C.E. a great 

power arose between the Tigres arrl Euphrates River in what is rt:M Iraq, knarm as 

the Assyrian Empire. Its capital was Ninevah. It was the mightiest enpire of the 

age. Now, the enpires of Assyria detennined,after they had subdued the lands 

arourrl them, to nove westward, to m:we across Syria ard le.baron to the l-B:literranean 

so that they ooul.d have trade, first of all, with the l-B:literranean cxmm.mities, 

aoo then their ultimate aim was to roove south across Israel and corquer BJypt and 

to be able to abaom and to ex>ntrol the great wealth of a,m>t. Ard so during the 

730's am 720's they destroyed one by one the anal! kingck:ms of Syria, of le.baron, 

includi!vJ the lugest of the Hebrew ~, the northern ~ of Israel. Sa-
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maria was captured in 722 B.C.E. 'lhese tribes, the Ten Tribes which canprised Israel, 

were taken to the east as exiles and they passed into history as the fanous lost 

Ten Tri.bes. Judea, Jerusalem, was really nothing nore than a city state, survived. 

In 701, fifteen years later, the Assyrians decided that before they oould nove 

directly against Egypt they ought to have a nop-up operation and take the very few 

small, out-of-the-way cities whidl were behirrl their front lines so they oouldn't 

be endangered fran the rear, Jerusalem was one of them, an::1 in 701 the king of As­

syria, Cynathrib, cane to Jerusalem airl beseiged Hezekiah, the king in Jerusalem, 

and Jerusalem had no chance. But then a strange thing happened. Isaiah, the prophet, 

who had in the preceding years been bringing the word of God, judgment against Ju­

dea, he had spoken to the people of their sins. He had spoken to the people of 

the fact that this attack would a:me because they failerl the covenant. It was de­

served. He had spoken to them of the dangers that they would face and he suddenly 

spoke a ~rd in the Name of Cbd that no one expected f ran him - I, Cbd, will be a 

shield around this city to deliver it. And no sooner had Isaiah spoken these words 

then for reasons no one quite urrlerstarrls, Cynathrib lifted the seige of Jerusalem 

and his main army retreated to the east. 

tb-1, the Bible explains this miracle by saying that the angel of God hcrl 

appeared at night in the Assyrian catrp and had destroyed 185,000 men, which sug­

gests plague. Archeologists have found one of the great nonurnental record stele 

that Cynathrib raised in which he said that Hezekiah paid him great ransan and 

tribute in order to lift the seige. We already knew what happened. Mxlern histor­

ians tern to believe that sane message sumoned Cynathrib back east to his capital, 

sanething to do with the rise of tre power of the Babylonians in needs to the east, 

a much stronger power than anyt:hjnJ that the Judeans represented, aoo a power which 

woold ultimately overthrow the Assyrians. Nlatever the reason, Jerusalem was re­

lieved, spared. It was a holy city. God had protected His city. Partiotlarly, He 

bed protected His tmple, a tmple whidl since 722, at least, had been the only 

sw:vivin] shrine, and now it becatN the only ooly shrine, the only place where Jews 
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W01ld ever think to cane to worship. Ard this edifice carplex, this concern with 

building, this ooncern with holy objects, becanes a main preoccupation of our fathers 

during the subsequent century. A hundred and ten years later tre Babylonians are 

in their turn ready to move east and move toward the Mediterranean arrl to rrove down 

and to oorquer Egypt, and now they waste no time in caning up against Jerusalem, 

and there is a new prophet in these days, Jeremiah, arrl Jeremiah has been saying 

much the sane thing that Isaiah had said a hundred years before, this tragedy has 

cx:me to you because you failerl, because you did that which was unjust and unrighteous, 

you deserve your fate. Arrl Jeremiah never said that Gcx:l would spare the city. 

Rather, he said, the city woold be destroyed. 

And in one of the most powerful of the senoons which he gives he attacks 

directly this illusion, he uses the word, this illusion that there are places which 

are so holy, that like a piece of radiun you cannot pick then up without being de­

stroyed, which are so holy that no eneey can in fact pick them up and take them 

<May. They say, Jeremiah said, "the IDrd of Hosts has said, merrl your ways and 

your actions and I will let you live in this place." He goes on," do not put 

your trust in illusions and say, the Temple of the IDrd, the Temple of the IDrd, 

the Temple of the IDrd, are these buildings, that they were inviolate, they will 

be destroyed." Ani they were destroyed. 

Holiness as an attribute, ooliness as a concept, is one which our tradition 

has always tried to fill with sane kim of ethical content. 'Ihe Bible describes 

holin3SS in the Book of I.eviticus, in that fanous chapter which we read on the 

holiest day of our year, on Yan Kipp_ir. lt>liness is tre adjective which we relate 

to God. '!be chapter begins, "ooly shall ye be for I, the ID:rd your God, am ooly." 

In what does holiness oonsist? Holiness oonsists in rendering just decision. Ho­

liness oonsists in rEUDVing the s'b.ltt>ling block £ran in front of the blirxl. Holiness 

oonsists in leaving the gleanings £ran your field to the poor. Holiness oonsists 

in just weights am just measures. Holiness a:msists in loving yair neighbor as 
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you would yourself. Not once in all those chapters lx>liness related to that which 

m:>st people teirl to relate holiness to - the man who lives a m:>nastic life, who flag­

gelates, who maintains long vigils, who adopts a life of celibacy, who withdraws fran 

the world, who fasts endlessly, the kind of association which, to a large degree, 

made, let's say, for the authority which the Mahatma, the great soul Ghandi, earned 

for himself. lt>t once is holiness described in that way. Holiness has to do with 

righteous living an:i all the teDllS which we ordinarily associate with that word. 

But theolCXJians can write and can preach and can teach and mankirrl has never for a 

nanent abandoned its illusion, the sense that there are holy objects, that there are 

things which we can wear around our neck which protect us from dangers, that there 

are images we can put on the ledge of our cars which will protect us fran accidents, 

that there are magical holy acts which we can perfonn which will sacehCM see to it 

that ill does not befall us, which only proves that we are fallible and nortal and 

anxious, and that in fact there are times when the miraculous seens to occur and 

we would not like to have every chance for that to happen to us. 

Now, the holiness of Jerusalem was assured by that original miracle. It was 

assured by the presence of the Temple. It was assured by the fact that the Temple 

was rebuilt and that when it was rebuilt people brought there their needs and their 

fears and their hq,es, arrl saretimes, as with prayers arrl illnesses, their needs 

arrl their hq,es were answered. Holy acts were perfonned there to which people 

ascribed holy significance, arrl ultimately, if you are willing to susperd disbelief 

things do happen that wwld not have happene:l otherwise. 'lhe major holiness of 

Jerusalen lies in several areas whidl we again know that m:xlern Jews associate with 

Judaism. 'lhe first has to do with the caning of the Messiah. When you're in Jeru­

salen they'll point out to you on Mt. Zion a church, the Olurch of the Remission, 

and behird it they'll tel~ you lies the tart> of King David. Now, the ·tart> of 

King David is nothing ioore or less than a 12th century cave which workers were 

building a church above the place where the Last Supper was to have taken place, 

happened to sturble upon when they were tcying to put sane fOllOOations down and 
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suddenly, as most things in Jerusalem, becarne,like the Rock of Destruction, a holy 

place. The tanb of King David, the Talnud already admits, its location is not kna-m, 

but it was believed to be sealed near Jerusalem because the dead were not buried 

within the city walls, and that in the Messianic Age that tanb would becare unsealed 

and David would emerge and again becare the king in Israel. 

I told the children this morning one of the worrlerful legends which canes 

fran our past which has to do with this sense of the holiness of the tanb. '!\-JO 

yeshivah in Europe in the Middle Ages spent their days arrl their nights study-

ing and :p:>ndering holy writ, hoping that they would firrl the secret, the date, the 

ti.Ire, 1of; :the caning of the Messiah, praying that Israel's sufferings might be over. 

And such was their piety, arrl such was their fervor, and their zeal that Elijah 

finally took pity on than arrl took pity on Israel, and he came to than airl he said 

to than: 

tell you. 

"I will tell you the secret of the Messiah, but you must do exactly as I 

Here is a cruse of oil. It is sealed. Take it with you to Jerusalem and 

go up a certain n:ountain to a certain rock, arrl before that rock repeat this for­

mula." And he gives them a magical fonnula, "and the rock will open arrl inside 

the rock you will firrl the throne, the golden throne of King David, you will find 

the harp that King David used when he sang the psahls, but you must not be distracted 

by these or the wealth that you will see. You must go down into the dave and there 

you will see a bier and King David is in the sleep of death on top of the bier, his 

hands are folded. And when you cane before the bier, you must recite exactly thl.s 

second fomula, arrl David will begin to nove arrl to stir and to rise and his hands 

will unfold. And then you must take this cruse of oil and pour it into his right 

hand. He will be reaix,inted, he will cane to life, and Israel 's travail will be over. " 

And these two Y0UI¥J men took the cruse of oil and they began the long, long journey 

to Jerusalem, and they cane to Jerusalem and they found the rock and with fear and 

trepidation they recited the fomula exactly as Elijah had given it to them am the 

rock opened am there before their eyes was a golden throne of David and there was 
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the golden harp of David, but they managed to concentrate on their mission. They went 

down into the cave arrl there was the bier arrl there was David in the sleep of David 

on the bier arrl they concentrated and they recited exactly the second formula and 

David began to sit up and to open up his ams. And they were so ovei:whellred by what 

they saw that they took the cruse of oil and they poured it out as they had been 

told, but on his left harrl, and not on his right hand, and the hands folded arrl David 

went back to sleep, arrl we're still awaiting~ caning of the Messiah. 

Jerusalan is a city where the Messiah will core, and because of that it is 

the city where resurrection will take place. You've been to Jerusalan arrl you 

know, particularly no,,, that the city is united. If you go to the east side of the 

city you see the t-Dunt of Olives, arrli~e t-Dunt of Olives, as you kno,,, is one 

giant graveyard. Why is this graveyard in the M:>unt of Olives? Well, because Jews 

are never ones who are patient at the back of the line. '!he r.t>unt of Olives is 

the place where resurrecticn will begin. Why will it begin there? It will begin there 

because of the 14th chapter of the Book of Zachariah. Zachariah was a prophet who 

lived at the tine of the return fran Babylonian exile, and he has a great apocalypse 

which ends his book in which he ima:Jines the last days and it reads this way: 

On that day, the day of judgment, God will set His feet on the lt>unt 

of Olives near Jerusalem to the east and the ~t of Olives shall 

split across fran east to west. On that day living waters shall 

cane forth fran Jerusalem and the lord shall be King in all of the 

earth. The nountains will split, graves will cane to the surface, the 

living waters will cane forth and the resurrection will take place here. 

'lb go to Jerusalem you know that on the east side there is a double gate called the 

Golden Gate or the gate of mercy which is closed, ard it has been closed for a mil­

lennium. supposedly, when the Tsrple was destroyed that's the way the Divine 

Presence left the Tellple to the east and when the Divine Presence will return 

that's the way it will return and the gate will open up autanatically, ItaJically, 

as Jerusalem IIDVes into its full glory. Arn, ci:>viously, the Shehinah, God's 



12 

Presence, will a::ire to the east, the M:>unt of Olives is the next thing eastward fran 

the Golden Gate, that's where the Messiah will first touch down arrl tmse are the 

first people woo will enjoy the resurrection. 

That's a powerful image. It was so powerful that througoout the Middle Ages 

one of the major gocx1s which the shlehim whan I told you about a few weeks ago, 

the rren who went out fran Jerusalem to get nnney fran the diasp:>ra to maintain the 

prayers for the nourners of Zion in Jerusalem, one of the major goods that they car­

ried with them were bags of dust gathered on the M:>unt of Olives. And throughout 

Europe, I supp:>se here even, too, in Aroorica, many pious Jews were buried with little 

bags of earth fran the M:>unt of Olives. Sarehav, being buried with that dust reas­

sured them that they, too, wail.d be in the dust of the Mount of Olives at the tine 

of resurrection. 

And I can still ranatber when one of the older members of The Tenple who was 

born in Ukraine came to me and told me how as a child his father hcrl taken him to 

the hillside near that little town and shCMn h.im sare caves and told him that these 

were the caves through which the 1:x:x:1ies of Jews will begin to turrble down, roll down 

to Jerusalem, when the Messiah wruld <Dire and the time of resurrection would take 

place. So for the last two thousarrl years at least Jerusalan has been associated 

with the holiness of .inm:>rtality, of resurrection. The Arabs who share this belief, 

and the Arabs made sure that their cenetery in the M:>unt of Olives is up closer to 

the eastern gate than that of the Jews, call Jerusalem Alkutz, the Holy City, am 
many of their legends echo the legends of the Jews. Well, r_;there'salegend which 

deals with the east side of the Jerusalem and there's a legend which deals with 

the west side of Jerusalem, the so-called Western Wall, what used be called the 

Wailing Wall which is a ba::l translatioo because what they really mean, what the 

French say, the wall where people cr:y, the wall where wailing takes place, the 

m\lt1UD3 for Jerusalem. 

Nc7.f, despite all you have heard, the custan of caning to prayer at the 



~ -

13 

Western Wall is a relatively recent one. It is no earlier than the 16th century. 

It's only in the 16th centw:y when the Turks recorx:iuered Jerusalem and began to 

clean the city up that debris was taken a,,ay fran the wall am access was made 

possible to the wall and this wh:>le process oould have been ccnsidered in the first 

place. But it quickly becarre one of the great holy places of our people, even though 

during rrost of Turkish times we were only allowed through sare alleys to cx:xre to 

a piece of the wall which was abalt sixty feet long arrl the alley before the wall 

was ro rrore than b/elve or fourteen yards wide and we were not allowed to bring in 

any chairs or desks or holy objects. 'Ihe 'furks, the Muslims, made sure that what 

we were able to do there was ver:y limited, but it becarce a h:>ly place. Why? It was 

associated with the fact of the restoration of Jerusalem. It becane the wall that 

the Ranans oould not destroy. Legends developed that when Race hcrl COIXIUered Jeru­

salem in the year 70 and it had detennined to pull down the walls of the Temple, the 

legionnaires have been able to pull down every wall but this one . 'Ihis wall had 

resisted on its own and, therefore, it had been left, am it was proof that God still 

was in His city, still protected His temple, and, of course, would in time rebuild 

His shrine. 

Now, actually the Ranans left the western wall for, I'm sure, a very practical 

reason. The wall itself has nothing to do with the buildings of the Temple. It is 

slltl>ly an extention wall, a retaining wall, that was built by Herod, we believe, in 

order to enlarge the plaza at the top so that the fill which he was using to enlarge 

the plaza to the east and to the south would not flow down into the Tri:EX>nean Valley, 

would be held in place, am the plaza on top soould be enlarged. Ard the Ranans, 

I suppose, who wanted to reuse Jerusalem as a major city didn't want all of this 

nude, all of this debris, to cxne down on places, on streets am markets where they 

lived. But whatever the original practical reason, the medieval legerxl had it that 

God bed protected this wall, that it was a synt,ol of his oontinuing oonoern, that 

He had rot abandonai Jerusalan. Indeed, He waited behind the wall am if you offered 
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your prayers there He was there and your prayers "WOUld be heard. And the reason I 

read to you fran the Song of Songs this nnrning is that the text that I read to you 

is the text which bespoke the certainty that God heard your prayers there, that God 

was waiting behind the wall for Israel's repentance, for the time when He oould serrl 

the Messiah. Awake my beloved, there He canes, leaping over the nountains, bourrling 

over the hills, there He stands behind the wall. My beloved spoken, He said, my 

fair one cane cJMay for t:h:>ugh the winter is past the rains are over and gone, the 

blossans are again abroad in the land. There was a great association of God's 

presence arrl of Gcxl's place. 

Now, it was also a difficult one. If you read the history of Jerusalen dur­

ing the 1920's arrl during the 1910's and earlier, you'll find that the Ja,.,ish oonrnu­

nity and the Arab carmunity fought over the right of Jews to cane through this alley 

to the wall. If a Ja,., happened to bring a chair into that area to sit for his 

prayers, it would be an international incident before the day was over. There were 

at least a dozen international ccmnissicns brought into being in the first thirty 

years of this century to try arrl deal with the issue of the Jews and the Western 

Wall. Great diplanats fran neutral countries, Sweden, France, United States, met 

solannly for days on end to try arrl decide whether the Jews oould or oould not bring 

a sefer 'lbrah to the Wall on Yan Kipµir, whether they were allowed to touch the Wall 

which was agreed by all was Arab property or they could slllply, by ancient right, 

<Dte to the courtyard in front of the Wall. Whatever was to be decided by these 

international oodies, the Jews oontinued to CX'IOO and it was certainly the ooly 

place. They would brirg with them very often little parchments on which they had 

written their prayers and they would place the prayers in the wall itself in one 

of the crevices of the wall. The God, I suppose, behiIXi the Wall might snatch 

the prayer in and read it am make sure that that prayer was answered. But it spoke 

of the Messiah; it spoke of the rebuildir¥J of Jerusalem; I auwose it spoke of all 

the thanes that have IDIK1e the Wall so preciais to Jews in our day.. Arn the Wall 
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continues to exert this power, this holiness in our day. For nore than any other rea­

son I know, it is the Wall which will prevent the city of Jerusalem ever to be di­

vided again. The Jews will never alla-, the Wall to be closed to them or to be under 

anyone else's authority. It speaks of the past and, rrore importantly, it speaks of 

the future. It speaks of all the imnercorial oopes of the Je,.,ish nation, and it 

speaks to the secular Je,., in one way, to the religious Je,., in an::>ther, and to all 

Je,.,s it has a message. 

There was a holiness to the east of Jerusalem. There was a holiness to the 

west of Jerusalem, and there was a holiness above Jerusalem. Jerusalem is the only 

city in the world which has i"bs heavenly counterpart. There is the city we know, 

the city which is below, and the Jerusalem which is in Heaven, which is the very very 

m::rlel of what a great city must be. And one of the interesting facts about our tra­

dition and ha-, it handled holiness is that as long as Jerusalem was in Je,.,ish hams 

they tried to set up a series of rules for J erusalem which would, in fact, make it 

a model city. The Talmud contains many of these rul es. They' re interesting. Gar­

bage was to be collected in Jerusalem every day. Ancient cities had great dung heaps 

and they were the places where vermin arrl insects multiply. '!here were to be no 

dung heaps in Jerusalem. The city was to be clean. Jerusalem was to have no sooke 

stack industry. There was a specific law in tre Talmud which says there are to be 

no kiln- in Jerusalem, no furnaces, mthing that makes srcoke, oothing that could dirty 

the city, pollute the air. Corpses were mt allowed to ranain in Jerusalem overnight. 

The streets of Jerusalem were not to have balconies built out over them, that the 

sun could cane down on everyone and that people WOlld mt, as they did in the ancient 

world, sinply pitch their dirty water am their garbage out into the streets. '!here 

were to ber oo orchards, no gardens, and ro chicken ooops in Jerusalen. A strange 

rule it seems, at first sight, but when we remsriler that fertilizer was dung, it 

was an atte1pt to keep Jerusalem a clean city and the chickens are, of course, 

ooisy. Noise pollution is also a £om of polluticn. In every way fit for that 



16 

much nore primitive age, Jenisalan was to be protected fran all the blight which we 

associate with any urban metropolis. And one of the great beauties of Jenisalem 

used to be the fact that Jerusalanwas a city of beauty, arrl for a city in that part 

of the world a fairly clean city as it has grown 

tape turned over 

for out of Jerusalem Zion shall cane forth, the law and the word of the IDrd, from 

Jerusalem. By exanple we were to show mankind how one could live in an urban en­

vironment. I wish we could. I wish we knew ourselves. It's certainly one of the 

lessons which awaits man's disoovery. But the sense of the closeness of the heavenly 

Jerusalem, the sense of the model which is the pattern for what is below meant also 

that is was the place where God was the closest. Jerusalem, when you go to Israel 

you make aliyah, you go up. When you go to Jerusalem you sin:J the pilgrims' songs 

of going up. Jerusalem is at tre top of the rrountains. It is the highest place, 

the nearest to Heaven, the place, therefore, where prayers are most likely to be 

heard. 

And so my closing legend. It canes fran the Bible. When Jacob our father 

fled fran his heme and was out alone in the wilderness, having defra\rled Esau of 

his birthright, you will recall that first night he lies down in the open air. He 

takes a stone as his pillow and he has a vision of a great ladder, a great ladder 

which reaches fran Heaven to earth, arrl on this la3der angels of God are ascerxling 

arxI descerdin'J. Am when he arises he says, surely the IDrd is in this place am 

I knew it not. Well, acoordin'J to Jewish traditiai this rock which Jacob used for 

his pillow is the oornerstooe of the city of Jerusalem. It is the place where the 

ladder exists between Heaven and earth, whem an:Jels descerxi, and where the prayers 

of men have the least distance to travel to Heaven to be heard. It's the ooliest 

of the holy cities and, as always, when we deal with ooliness we deal with E11Dtion 
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and religia.is fervor and, therefore, the settlement of Jerusalem, the political 

settlenent of Jerusalem, canrX>t, despite what diplanats feel, be handled in reason­

able ternlS, canrx>t deal with what Jerusalem means to Jews and to Olristians arrl to 

Muslims in their own way by arguing reasonably who shoold give up what. It is to 

Jews the city of God. It is to Muslim Ahlkuds the ooly place. It is to Olristianity 

the place where Jesus walked, the place of the Holy Sepulchre. It is rot a city 

which politicians will be able to arrange rational, reasonable arrangerents for. 

What that means for our future or the future of the Middle East is hard to tell, but 

it certainly means that Jerusalem must ranain united and given the bvo thousand years 

of history which I have not told you, bvo thrusand years in which first Christians 

and then Muslims and then Christians again and then Muslims again locked Jews cMay 

fran everything that was sacred to then in Jerusalem. It is not a city which ro,, 

the Jews control. they are likely to give back to other folk. When Jews controlled 

Jerusalem non-Jews were welcane there. When Jews have controlled Jerusalem in the 

last twenty years, the shrines of Muslims arrl Christians have been inviolate. Sane­

how, we're the only people who could be trusted with the faith of those who believe 

other than we do. That is, too, one of the considerations which a Jew Jan.ls deep 

in his heart arrl the world has yet to learn. 
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0 Friday, Mar~ 2&, 1982 THE D£TROIT IWISH NEWS 

>ope Hqnors Nazi Victims "H • t • ' £ d f "'1,,h R k f D t t • ' 
ROMF, (JTA) - Pope Jews, who were shot to ZS oric egen O , .J. e oc O es rue tOll 

ohn Paul II paid homage to death at the site on March By CARL ALPERT 
he vkt ims of the 1944 Ar- 24, l 944, in a Nazi repriHal ~ , . 
eatine Caves mas~;acre. for partit:Wn amhuHh of 33 . ~AIFA-Zev Vilnay has 
In the presence of Homan German soldiers on a Rome · written doz~ns of books 

:atholic and Jt.•wish dig- street about Israel, its holy places 
titari(•: ht• knelt to pray and • and historic sites. Countless 
1id a wn•ath of flowt.•rs on The rich depend on the visitors to the country have 
he graves of the 335 citi- poor, as well as the poor on used his tourist guide books. 
!:.!!.~ _ _o_!:,Horne, many of them the rich. Jiis _,... .-e~ght-volu~e 

"Encjclopedia of Eretz Js. 
rael" is a cl as sic . H h 
numerous volumes of th,i 
legends of Palebtine and Is­
rael have been standards for 
more than 60 years. 

This yPar he has been 
• chosen to receive the co­

v • • t !> ,! J ~ r RP I Pr i z e fo r ~ 

lift.•time spent in recording 
and diRseminating culture 
and lore designed to culti­
vate love. of the country. 

In an expansive mood t.e 
revealed tom, a dark secn!t 
that he had been harboring 
for almost six decades, and 
we h•ll the story here. 

In the late 19208, while 
taking a group of young 
people on a viHit to hiH• 
toric spots, during which 
he recounted many ol the 
tales he had gathered 
from histori c sources, 
they came upon a hut,{e 
rock, nearly seven feet 
high, on a hilltop ne r 
llartuv in the mountains 
of Judea. Vilnay was in 
an historic mood, and on 
the spur of the moment he 
guthered his young 
churges about him 8~ tne 
rol·k and improviHcd the 
following "legend": 

the leaden of the garrison with: "Of this rock the fol ­
sent a message to every Jew lowing legend i1:1 told . .. " 

'in all the surrounding Technically he was correct. 
t:owns and villages, asking The legend wa8 n•pt1utt.1d 
each to bring a large stone . in suhsequent edition :-; , 
with which to strengthen plagiarized,adnpted, r•.>puh­
the fortifications of the city lish .. d and ,11uek ly IH!c:rn w a 
and the Temple. cla sic, ''twnd ,<J down 

In those days there lived through the ccnturi('t:1 ." 
in the village 01 lurctn ti Tl, t'r a r!' two 
mighty man, descended epilogue~ to the stu, y. 
from Samson. His spirit rose The firHt happ(•ned nwny 
up in him, and the strength years luter wht•n Viluuy 
of hiH anceHtor flowed in hie escorted another ~roup 
veins. He tore a masHive of viHitors on a tour of 
boulder from the side of the Judean hh,toric plnct•s, 
mountain, heaved it up on and they in!-iist~d thut lw 
hie shoulders, and turned take them to the farnoub 

• toward the Holy City. He "Hock of Uestnu·tion." 
• was still on the mountain He did so, but aN t.iu-_ ,, p ­

pathway when he beheld prouched, a Yenu•nitc 
thick pillars of smoke rising Jew who had been i-.t uul­
from the hi)h; to the east. He ing alongHide the monu­
realized that he was too • ment came up to Vilnay 

.. late; the city had been and cou,·tt•ou . I 
taken, and the Temple had suggested that ttw vt•f •· 
been destroyed. ran guide cover hh; ht)ud. 

He stumbled and fell in "This is a holy Hpot,9' the 
tears. His strength ebbed Yeml•nite Hnid, und ki~­
away, and the mighty atone sed the Mtone fervently . 
pressed him down and "How · could I t...11 him''" 
crushed him to death under Vilnay asked UH, "that if he 
its weight. 111ere he found venerated the story, 1t wai; 
his grave. me he should kii,s, rutht·r 

Since then, and till the . than the tttone!" 

When the Romans pre- . 
pared to beseige Jeru.salem, 

present day, the mas1dve The second occur re nee 
rock has been known as was when the IHrael Man ii;­

"The flock of Destruc- , try of Religion, anxauus to 
tion," in memory of the preserve the identity of holy 
de1druction of Jerusalem spots which might he lo~t 
and the Temple. and forgotten, twld a formal 

We can picture the young ceremony dedicating the 
people standing about and "Rock of Delitruction" and 
gazing in solemn awe at this erecting a plaque mark mg 
touching monument to an it as an official holy shrrne. 

i historic event in their . Vilnay was not invited . 
~ people's past. 2::: 'The curious, who may 

Vilnay was pleased with wish to see it, will find 1t on 
r his story, and included it in the grounds of the 1-:n·tz 

the next edition of his Ha-Hayim Cem••t••ry on a 
"Legends of Palestine," pr&- peaceful ridge n ur Hu , , , 
facing the account only on the road t.o Bet Sht!mc. h 




