Seek the Peace of Jerusalem

Yerushalayim -- Jerusalem, City of Peace, capital of the ancient kingdom of David and the modern State of Israel.  It has been much in the news these past weeks.  On May 12, the 28th of Iyyar, we celebrate Yom Yerushalayim, Jerusalem Day.  It marks the anniversary of June 7, 1967, when the Old City of Jerusalem came under Israeli control during the Six-Day War.

Jerusalem has been one of the most difficult issues at the center of the Arab-Israel conflict for a century.  I'm devoting my column this month to some basic literacy about the fight over the city.

What is "Jerusalem"?

For about than 3000 years, Jerusalem has been a city perched on a series of hills -- not even on the tallest -- in the mountain range that is the spine of Eretz Yisrael, midway between the Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan River.

Jerusalem has an Old City -- but some of the oldest parts of Jerusalem are not in the Old City!  The Old City is an area of about one-third of a square mile, enclosed by a wall built in 1538 by the Ottoman sultan Suleiman the Magnificent.  Some of that wall stands on the location or the remains of older walls going back to the Romans, the Maccabees, or even the Bible. The oldest part of Jerusalem is the City of David, most of which sits just south of the walls.

At the east side of the Old City is Har Habayit, the Temple Mount (known in Islam as al-Haram ash-Sharif or The Noble Sanctuary).  That hill is where two mosques have been located for the past thirteen centuries.  It is the hill where both the First and Second Beit Mikdash stood, before they were destroyed in 586 B.C.E. by the Babylonians and 70 C.E by the Romans.  The Kotel Hama'aravi (Western Wall) is the retaining wall built by King Herod to hold up the enlarged Temple Mount he had created around 2000 years ago.
For most of the Middle Ages, Jerusalem was a backwater.  During 400 years of Ottoman rule through World War I, it was not even a provincial capital.  Up until the 1800s, Jerusalem was only the walled Old City.  At mid-century, there were about 15,000 people living there, of whom about 7,000 were Jewish.  The city was divided into four quarters, with the Jewish Quarter closest to the Kotel.

Starting around 1860, the city began to grow outside the walls.  By the end of World War I, about 50,000 people lived in the enlarged city (about two-thirds Jewish).  It became possible to talk about the Old City and the New City, which extended from the walls west, south, and north.

New neighborhoods and old villages were intertwined in this expanding city and region between the wars.  The surrounding hills were dotted with Arab villages, but some Jewish towns were built as well in each direction.

In 1947, when the United Nations recommended the partition of Eretz Yisrael/Palestine into a Jewish and an Arab State, the plan called for Jerusalem and Bethlehem (just a few miles south) to be an international city administered by the U.N.  Instead, war broke out.

When Israel's War of Independence ended in 1949, its borders were the armistice lines where the armies stood at the end of the fighting.  In Jerusalem, the Israeli and the Jordanian armies had fought in parts of both Old and New Jerusalem.  The final lines split the city in two.

The Green Line or pre-1967 border went more or less north-south through the main part of the city.  The entire Old City was on the Jordanian side, along with neighborhoods immediately to the north, south, and east.  The Temple Mount and the Kotel were cut off from Israel.  Israeli Jerusalem -- west, south, and northwest of the Old City -- was connected to the rest of Israel by a narrow band of territory surrounding the road to Tel Aviv.  At that point, it was possible to talk about West Jerusalem and East Jerusalem, though these are approximate terms.
In 1967 Israel responded to Jordanian attacks from its area of Jerusalem by conquering the whole area of Jerusalem and its surroundings, creating a united Jerusalem.  (The Temple Mount was immediately given to the local Muslim authorities to manage.  This was to allay fears that after nearly 2000 years without control, the Jews would decide to replace the mosques with a Third Temple.)

Since 1967, Israel has allowed Jews to build and live in areas where Jews had lived before 1948, and neighborhoods have been built in the Jerusalem area in every direction.  For convenience, the papers refer to any part of Jerusalem in all directions as "East Jerusalem" if it had been on the other side of the Green Line.  The neighborhood of Ramat Shlomo, the focus of current controversy, is more north than east.

Today's Jerusalem municipality is well over one hundred times the size of the Jerusalem of 1850, 70, or 1000 B.C.E.  So some of the questions Israel and the Palestinians have to wrestle with include:  How much of what today we call "Jerusalem" is historically important to each side?  Is there any significance to the Green Line, a temporary line at the end of fighting more than sixty years ago?  What piece of land is "Jerusalem"?

Will Jerusalem be divided or shared?  We pray that the city, our capital for three thousand years, will one day be what its name means.  Yerushalayim is Ir Shalom, City of Peace.
L'shalom,

Rabbi Jon
