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Jerusalem – Hope for Humanity


Introduction


Heavenly Jerusalem has always been a special place, and with good reason: For two thousand years, this city has been honoured and sought out by Jews, Christians and Muslims alike. These three world religions have a very close connection to Jerusalem, and New Jerusalem is above all a place that is closely interlinked with apocalyptic concepts. It is to be a future place of peace, justice, community and togetherness. All that is evil and unjust is to be banished from it. That is why in all three monotheistic religions Jerusalem is a holy city. This is what makes it stand out and transforms it into a special place of hope. Often – far too often – these hopes have been disappointed and Jerusalem has appeared more as a place of mourning and tears. But we should not forget that there is also another image of Jerusalem. It is this image we will examine in this book.


Let us begin with Judaism, which has had a particularly ancient and intense relationship with Jerusalem. Approximately one thousand years before Christ, King David conquered a small town belonging to the Jebusites, which had once been located on the site of the modern city of Jerusalem. In 1006 BCE David elevated this town to become the symbol of the twelve Israelite tribes. Ultimately, this symbol encompassed the people, the nation and finally the Jewish faith itself. God Himself had chosen Jerusalem as “His” city (Jeremiah 31:34-39 and 33:14-26). It was here that the patriarch Abraham spoke to God, and it was here that Solomon built his Temple. Jerusalem is mentioned 669 times in the Tanach (the Old Testament), and Zion (which is usually equated with Jerusalem) is mentioned a total of 154 times. No city is mentioned nearly as often in the Scriptures. In the Talmud as well, there are numerous mentions of Jerusalem as being of special importance for Judaism: Jerusalem is not only a holy city, but also the holiest of all cities, the centre of the world and the place from which the world is ruled by God. Here one is close to Heaven, for it is in this place that the End Times will begin.


Particularly in the rabbinical tradition, a separate idea of a Heavenly Jerusalem came into being: It is the earthly Jerusalem which will one day be transformed into a new, Heavenly Jerusalem, while not entirely yielding up its previous character and condition. There is always something of the future Jerusalem contained in the earthly one. For this reason, Jews from the entire known world have made pilgrimages to Palestine. As the saying went: “He who has not celebrated the Sukkot festival in Jerusalem has not lived.” For this reason, for thousands of years Jews from all over the world have arranged to have themselves buried on the Mount of Olives, for according to the prophets Daniel, Isaiah, Ezekiel and Zacharias, this is the place where the Last Judgement is to take place.


This explains how the memory of the city of Jerusalem was cultivated in the Diaspora. Every year at their Passover festival, Jews repeated the words: “Next year in Jerusalem!” And this was not only a pious wish, since Theodor Herzl’s political Zionism attracted many followers, who actually returned to Palestine and above all to Jerusalem. That is why in the twentieth century Jewish artists expressed a new, Heavenly and future-pointing Jerusalem in their works. We can see this in the creations of Reuven Rubin, Jean David, Menucha Yankelevitz and David Yohanan.


Above all, a conception developed surrounding future events. Earthly Jerusalem would become a new, Heavenly Jerusalem. This notion is naturally linked to the appearance of a future messiah, who would of course appear in and reside in Jerusalem. In Judaism, a number of apocalypses emerged depicting Jerusalem as the site of future events, as a place of religious promise, and as the New Jerusalem. One of these texts, which was particularly influential among Jewish Christians in the first century ACE, was the Apocalypse of St John.


In Christianity as well, Jerusalem has become a unique place of hope: It is the place where Jesus Christ visited and taught, where he died at the site of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, and where he finally rose from the dead and then ascended into heaven from the site of the Chapel of the Ascension atop the Mount of Olives. Here the spirit of God was and remains present and has spoken to men and women. Here was laid the cornerstone of the Church, and Jerusalem has always been an archetype of the Church. Here was formed the very first Christian protocongregation in peace and justice – a kind of reflection of Heavenly Jerusalem. Mount Zion and the “City of the Living God” are expressly identified with Heavenly Jerusalem in Hebrews 12:22. It is a positive place, a kind of end-of-days paradise: Here, following the end of the world, humankind and Creation will live united with God. In the final chapters of the Book of Revelation, everything is described, all the way down to a detailed description of how the city will one day look: “Then I, John, saw the holy city, New Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God… And he carried me away in the Spirit to a great and high mountain, and showed me the great city, the holy Jerusalem, descending out of heaven from God, having the glory of God. Her light was like a most precious stone, like a jasper stone, clear as crystal. Also she had a great and high wall with twelve gates, and twelve angels at the gates, and names written on them, which are the names of the twelve tribes of the children of Israel… Now the wall of the city had twelve foundations, and on them were the names of the twelve apostles of the Lamb. And he who talked with me had a gold reed to measure the city, its gates, and its wall. The city is laid out as a square; its length is as great as its breadth. And he measured the city with the reed: twelve thousand furlongs. Its length, breadth, and height are equal. Then he measured its wall: one hundred and forty-four cubits, according to the measure of a man, that is, of an angel. The construction of its wall was of jasper; and the city was pure gold, like clear glass.”


This central reference text would later become a motivation for the crusaders to conquer Jerusalem in order to come closer to Heavenly Jerusalem. They, like the Jews, also regarded Jerusalem as the umbilicus mundi – the geographic centre of the world. Today, when we speak of “orientation”, we are actually referencing the word “orient” as the starting point for Jerusalem on world maps, the alignment of churches to the east (Jerusalem) and, finally, Jerusalem as the direction of prayer.


Countless groups of pilgrims have flooded to Palestine since the Middle Ages for the sake of terrestrial and celestial revelation. Later on, entire Christian groups migrated to Jerusalem in order to seek their fortune there. One of these is depicted in the novel “Jerusalem” (1901/02) by the Swedish author Selma Lagerlöf, who became the first woman to receive the Nobel Prize for Literature. Particularly in the religious movements of the seventeenth century and pietism in the eighteenth century, Jerusalem became a great, transdenominational utopia of hope for Christianity, as seen both by theologians and by “simple” people of faith, whose hard everyday lives were rendered more tolerable by faith and hope in Jerusalem. Up to recent times, New Jerusalem has served as a shared reference point for both Catholics and Protestants: In the Catholic hymnal of 2013, the section entitled “The Heavenly City” (no. 549-554) contains the bulk of the songs, including the originally Lutheran Hymn, “Jerusalem, thou city built on high”.
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