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3. Affirming Jerusalem

Jerusalem is the heart of our reality. It is, at the same 

time, symbol of peace and sign of conflict. (Kairos 

Palestine)

In this concluding chapter I want to sketch out some prac-
tical implications of  the theological and personal reflections 
I have offered in the first two chapters. I am conscious that 
there is much more that can be said than I have space for 
here: equally I am aware that to make a too neat or tight cor-
relation between theology and potential political realities can 
be dangerous or misguided—in essence it is one of the key 
failings of Christian Zionism. Yet the question I have posed, 
which I have suggested is the essential question for Christian 
theology—that is, How can the eternal God be present with 
and for human beings, and through such presence transfigure 
the whole of creation?—cannot remain merely at the level of 
the spiritual or theoretical. Rather it demands at least some 
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suggestions and principles, even if not necessarily a detailed 
blueprint, as to what this means in material and practical 
terms for the city that has been a sacrament of God’s pres-
ence and engagement with humanity so deeply and for so 
long. So I offer “Ten Affirmations” that I believe the broad 
consensus of Christians linked to the ecumenical movement 
can and should affirm. I am conscious that in this chapter 
my focus is primarily that of a Christian writing for other 
Christians: there is, I am sure, more that could be said by and 
for followers of other faiths, but I have deliberately chosen to 
speak from and to a Christian framework. 

In setting out these affirmations below, I am particularly 
drawing on, and at times quoting from, a number of state-
ments about Jerusalem that have been made by the leaders 
and representatives of the local Christian community of Jeru-
salem, by the WCC, and by representatives of the Vatican. 
References to these statements, and links to where they can 
be accessed on the Internet are given in footnotes. Of partic-
ular importance is a substantial statement on the significance 
of Jerusalem for Christians, issued on 11 November 1994 by 
the Patriarchs and Heads of the Christian communities in 
Jerusalem. This document underlies a number of later state-
ments made both by the Jerusalem church leadership and by 
the WCC.
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1. Christians throughout the world have the right and the 

duty to cherish the city of Jerusalem—in all its ambiguities 

and imperfections.

The first major statement relating to Jerusalem made by a 
WCC assembly, in Nairobi in 1975, begins by setting out 
such an affirmation. 

For many millions of Christians throughout the world, as 
well as for the adherents of the two great sister monothe-
istic religions, namely Judaism and Islam, Jerusalem con-
tinues to be a focus of deepest religious inspiration and 
attachment. It is therefore their responsibility to cooper-
ate in the creation of conditions that will ensure that Jeru-
salem is a city open to the adherents of all three religions, 
where they can meet and live together. The tendency to 
minimize Jerusalem’s importance for any of these three 
religions should be avoided.1

There has sometimes been the tendency among partic-
ular groups of Christians—perhaps for the most liberal of 
motives—to “give away” Christian interest in the city almost 
as a form of restitution for Christian colonialism or the very 
difficult saga of the Crusades. Yet it is important for Chris-
tians throughout the world to make clear that, we, as Chris-
tians, along with members of the Jewish and the Muslim 
communities of faith, have a legitimate interest, for a variety 
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of reasons, in the present and the future of Jerusalem. With 
this in mind, the central committee of the WCC has on sev-
eral occasions urged “the WCC to undertake an active role 
in expressing the concerted Christian voice and to aid the 
churches in fully assuming their role as partners in deciding 
the future character of Jerusalem.”2

2. Love for Jerusalem has a valued and appropriate place 

within Christian theology.

This affirmation is closely related to the previous one. But it 
makes clear that for the ecumenical family as a whole, includ-
ing both Eastern and Western Christians, Jerusalem has a 
special and unique place in the theological geography of our 
world. We need to distance ourselves from the dismissal of 
the value of Jerusalem for Christian faith that is prevalent in 
some Western Christian circles. 

In 1994, a substantial memorandum of the heads of the 
Christian communities in Jerusalem reflected on the signifi-
cance of Jerusalem for Christians: “Jerusalem is a holy city 
for the people of the three monotheistic religions: Judaism, 
Christianity and Islam. Its unique nature of sanctity endows 
it with a special vocation: calling for reconciliation and har-
mony among people, whether citizens, pilgrims or visitors.” 
The memorandum continues: “Through a prayerful reading 
of the Bible, Christians recognize in faith that the long his-
tory of the people of God, with Jerusalem at its centre is the 
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history of salvation which fulfils God’s design in and through 
Jesus of Nazareth, the Christ … In Jerusalem, the first Chris-
tian community incarnated the ecclesiastical ideal, and thus 
it remains a continuing reference point.”3 Similar theologi-
cal commitment to Jerusalem is echoed in WCC statements, 
such as that issued by the 8th Assembly of the WCC in 
Harare in 1998: 

We are reminded that this city is central to the faith of 
Christians. In this city our Lord Jesus Christ was cruci-
fied, died and rose again. Jerusalem is the place where the 
gift of the Spirit was given and the church was born. For 
the writers of the New Testament, Jerusalem represents 
the new creation, the life to come and the aspirations of 
all people, where God will wipe away all tears, and “there 
shall be no more death or mourning, crying out or pain, 
for the former world has passed away.”(Rev. 21:4)4

At the same time, acknowledging the love for Jerusalem 
also shown by Jews and Muslims, Christians in their attitudes 
towards Jerusalem need to be willing to model Christian love 
that is aware of the pernicious danger inherent in the desire 
for possession. 
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3. The indigenous Christian community of Jerusalem deserve 

our special care and concern.

The ecumenical Christian family needs to offer support to our 
Christian brothers and sisters who represent churches and commu-
nities with deep roots in the Holy Land, and in particular Jerusalem. 

It is doubtful if any Christians currently resident in Jeru-
salem could realistically trace the line of their family continu-
ously back to the days of the apostles,5 but certainly members 
of the Jerusalem Christian community can with justification 
speak of their families being present in the city for centuries 
and possibly even for well over a millennium. The vulner-
ability and diminishing in size of this Christian presence in 
Jerusalem is a sadness and a loss not only for those directly 
affected, but also for all Christians throughout the world. 
The 1994 memorandum put it thus: 

For Christianity, Jerusalem is the place of roots, ever living 
and nourishing. In Jerusalem is born every Christian. To 
be in Jerusalem is for every Christian to be at home. For 
almost two thousand years, through so many hardships 
and the succession of so many powers, the local Church 
with its faithful has always been actively present in Jeru-
salem. Across the centuries, the local Church has been 
witnessing to the life and preaching, the death and resur-
rection of Jesus Christ upon the same Holy places, and its 
faithful have been receiving other brothers and sisters in 
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the faith, as pilgrims, resident or in transit, inviting them 
to be re-immersed into the refreshing, ever living ecclesi-
astical sources.6

At a conference held in June 2011 jointly organized by 
the then Anglican Archbishop of Canterbury and the Roman 
Catholic Archbishop of Westminster, which focused on the 
difficulties faced by Christians in the Holy Land, Dr Rowan 
Williams commented how the historical nature of the Chris-
tian faith demands that we value the faithful Christian wit-
ness of individuals and communities in the Holy Land: 

Christianity is an historical religion: at the centre of Chris-
tian faith is a set of events which occurred in a particular 
place at a particular time ... Christians are answerable, 
they are responsible, to what happened in the Holy Land 
two millennia ago; they go back to be questioned and 
enlarged, to be challenged and inspired, by specific events, 
and the connection of Christians now with those specific 
events two thousand years ago is a vital part of Christian 
faith. In that perspective, the continuity of Christian wor-
ship and witness in the places where these events occurred 
is not a small thing for Christian believers. It is a kind of 
gnosticism … a kind of cutting loose from history if we 
say that the presence of our brothers and sisters in the 
land of Our Lord does not matter to us.7 
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4. In reflecting on the question of Christian presence in Jeru-

salem, the ordinary faithful laypeople and clergy of the city 

demand our attention as much as the sacred buildings and 

the church leadership.

Sometimes a sharp contrast is made between the “holy 
places” and the “Christian community” of Jerusalem, with, 
depending on the point of view, one being regarded as much 
more significant than the other. In truth that is unhelpful, for 
the reality is that throughout history the story of the human 
beings who make up the Christian community of Jerusalem 
is deeply intertwined with the perception of Jerusalem as a 
holy city. As the 1994 memorandum put it, “That continu-
ing presence of a living Christian community is inseparable 
from the historical sites. Through the ‘living stones’ the holy 
archaeological sites take on ‘life.’”8 That description of the 
Christian community as living stones catches well the reality 
that, for better or worse, whether they like it or not the lives 
of the indigenous Christian community are interconnected 
with the physical stones that visibly characterize Jerusalem, 
and that have played their own role in its history. In Luke 
19:40 when Jesus is told to instruct his disciples to remain 
silent, he responds by observing that ‘if these were silent, the 
stones would shout out.” Today perhaps the physical stones 
may be mute, but the “living stone”’ cry with increasingly 
deeper frustration. The incarnation—the “enfleshing” of 
Christ—means that such cries need to be heard. 
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The present religious structures of Jerusalem are largely 
derived from the Ottoman period and the practice within the 
Ottoman empire of ruling Christian minorities through the 
“millet” system. In this system, the different religious com-
munities were given a considerable amount of autonomy, and 
the leader of each community had a quasi political as well as 
religious role. This has shaped the nature of Christianity in the 
Middle East until this day, with religious leaders controlling 
the lives of members of their respective church or commu-
nity to an extent that would seem strange in today’s Western 
world. It is a model that can disenfranchise women—or the 
young—or more radical voices. We may need to give addi-
tional attention to enable us to hear such alternative voices 
among Jerusalem’s Christians.

5. Ways need to be found to ensure that Jerusalem is not 

the exclusive possession of any one faith or ethnic group 

but becomes a shared responsibility, which reflects unity in 

diversity.

A key aspect of the sacramental quality of Jerusalem, and 
its holy places, is the way it lays bare the danger inherent 
in human possessiveness and desire for exclusivity. In 1998, 
Cardinal Jean-Louis Tauran addressed Catholic cardinals 
and bishops who had come as delegates to a meeting on “the 
question of Jerusalem” organized by Patriarch Michel Sab-
bah. Tauran commented, 
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It is the view of the Holy See that every exclusive claim—
be it religious or political—is contrary to the logic proper 
to the very City itself. I must insist: every citizen of Jerusa-
lem and every person who visits Jerusalem should embody 
the message of dialogue, coexistence and respect evoked 
by the City. Exclusive claims cannot be backed up by 
numerical or historical criteria.9 

He was echoing sentiments set out a few years earlier in 
the 1994 memorandum, which stated, 

The experience of history teaches us that in order for Jeru-
salem to be a city of peace, no longer lusted after from the 
outside and thus a bone of contention between warring 
sides, it cannot belong exclusively to one people or to only 
one religion. Jerusalem should be open to all, shared by 
all. Those who govern the city should make it “the capital 
of humankind.” This universal vision of Jerusalem would 
help those who exercise power there to open it to others 
who also are fondly attached to it and to accept sharing 
it with them.10

This is indeed the vision of Jerusalem that seems to be 
expressed in Psalm 87. It also resonates with the views of the 
Muslim scholar Ghada Talhami, set out on p. 48. The WCC 
has, on more than one occasion, expressed similar views. That 
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Jerusalem should be “a city open to the adherents of all three 
religions, where they can meet and live together,” first stated 
at the central committee in 1974, has been reiterated several 
times. The 1998 WCC assembly spelt out in practical terms 
what this needed to mean: “Jerusalem must be a shared city 
in terms of sovereignty and citizenship.”11 

While making this point purposefully and with passion, 
Christians also need to acknowledge with regret and repen-
tance that there have been times in Christian history, during 
both the Christian Roman Empire and the era of the Cru-
sades, when the vision of our Christian ancestors fell very 
short of this. Jerusalem, in varied ways, became a weapon in 
Christianity’s dealings with Judaism and Islam, fought over 
theologically with Judaism and physically with Islam. Yet 
over the centuries we have come to realize that the Christian 
vision of Jerusalem is ideally not one of an exclusively Chris-
tian city, but of a city that through its commitment to unity 
in diversity speaks of God’s inclusiveness. It is surely part of 
our responsibility as Christians today to seek to foster and 
engage with similarly inclusive insights offered by both Juda-
ism and Islam.

6. All people should have the right to free access to Jerusalem.

This is a corollary to what has just been said. One of the most 
painful aspects of the current situation is the exclusion of 
many Palestinian Christians and Muslims from ready access 
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to Jerusalem and particularly to their holy sites at times of 
religious festivals. The building of the separation wall over the 
last decade has become a visible sore, and a clearly retrogres-
sive step in this respect. The 2009 Kairos Palestine document 
speaks of Jerusalem as “the city towards which all people are 
in movement—and where they will meet in friendship and 
love in the presence of the One Unique God.”12 The lack of 
easy access in is a contradiction in terms of the vocation of 
Jerusalem to be a focus of pilgrimage for all people. In spite of 
legitimate concerns about security, it would surely, with good 
will on all sides, not be impossible to facilitate much more effi-
ciently and effectively than at present free passage of people to 
participate in worship at their respective holy places. In addi-
tion, given the history and geography of the local region—
in which Jerusalem has, for centuries, been the urban and 
cultural focus for people living in towns such as Bethlehem, 
Ramallah, and Jericho—to separate the inhabitants of these 
towns off from Jerusalem in the way that is increasingly being 
enforced feels like a bizarre geographical anomaly. In relation 
to such concerns the 1998 WCC assembly noted, “Access to 
the Holy Places, religious buildings and sites should be free, 
and freedom of worship must be secured for peoples of all 
faiths … The rights of all communities of Jerusalem to carry 
out their own religious, educational and social activities must 
be guaranteed … Free access to Jerusalem must be assured 
and protected for the Palestinian people.’13
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At the same time, the leaders of all religious communities 
in Jerusalem need to reflect seriously on questions of access 
and welcome. Too often “holy places” become weapons in an 
ongoing war in which control and possession becomes more 
important than enabling people, whether of one’s own or 
another religion, to pray. 

7. The international Christian community has both the respon-

sibility and the privilege to work with local Christians to care 

for Jerusalem. 

One of the features of Jerusalem is its ability to attract the 
interest and physical presence of Christians from many parts 
of the world. Indeed, it is painful that it is often easier for 
Christians from the United States or Europe to visit or live in 
Jerusalem than for Christians from parts of the West Bank or 
other countries of the Middle East. 

Sometimes this has meant, certainly in the past, that 
indigenous Christians have not been able to play an appro-
priate role in the leadership of their particular church because 
the key roles have been reserved to expatriates. That is now 
much less the case. It is important that, particularly in the 
present circumstances, the ministry and leadership of Pal-
estinian and Israeli Christians are affirmed and honoured. 
However, now perhaps in some churches there is potentially 
the opposite danger, with church structures excluding the real 
participation of international voices in the church’s life and 
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ministry. It is also important to take seriously the needs and 
roles of the considerable influx of Christians from the non-
Western world, who, for a variety of reasons, have migrated 
to Israel during recent decades. 

If Jerusalem is important as a sacrament for Christianity 
as a whole, then it is a valuable symbol of this dimension for 
indigenous and expatriate Christians to work together in a 
genuine and effective partnership that reflects both its univer-
sal significance for all Christians throughout the world and 
the Christian honouring of concrete particularity.

8. It is appropriate and important for the international com-

munity to play a role in ensuring a just and peaceful future 

for Jerusalem. 

In the past, suggested political arrangements for Jerusalem 
included the idea that the city should be an international 
entity, a corpus separatum (= separated body), recognizing its 
special religious importance. This part of the plan devised by 
the United Nations in 1948 for the future of Israel/Palestine 
never came into effect, although it is still formally the posi-
tion of many Western nations—leading, for example, to their 
decision to situate their embassies to Israel in Tel Aviv rather 
than West Jerusalem. 

It is unlikely, and perhaps undesirable, that such a plan 
for Jerusalem, which envisaged the city being somehow inter-
nationalized, will ever take shape. However, that there should 
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be some kind of international involvement in guaranteeing 
the status of Jerusalem is the view held by a number of reli-
gious and political bodies, in particular the Vatican. Such a 
position was restated fairly forcibly in a Vatican statement 
issued in November 2012, which called for “an interna-
tionally guaranteed special statute” for Jerusalem, aimed at 
“safeguarding the freedom of religion and of conscience, the 
identity and sacred character of Jerusalem as a Holy City, 
(and) respect for, and freedom of, access to its holy places.”14 
Similar views are echoed in a number of WCC statements 
that speak of “international aegis and guarantees.” 

This need for international underpinning of Jerusalem’s 
special status is echoed also by the representatives of the 
Christian communities of Jerusalem. A statement by Jeru-
salem’s Christian leadership issued on 29 September 2006 
makes this clear:

Jerusalem, holy city, heritage of humanity, city of two 
peoples and three religions, has a unique character that 
distinguishes her from all the other cities of the world; a 
character which surpasses any local political sovereignty. 
“Jerusalem is too precious to be dependent solely on munici-
pal or national political authorities” (Cf. Memorandum, 
1994). Jerusalem’s two peoples are the guardians of her 
sanctity and carry a double responsibility: to organize 
their lives in the city and to welcome all the “pilgrims” 
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who come from around the world. The needed interna-
tional collaboration is not meant to replace the role and 
the sovereignty of her two peoples. It is rather needed in 
order to help both peoples to reach the definition and the 
stability of the special status of the city. That is why, con-
cretely, and from the political, economic and social point 
of view, her two peoples must bestow on Jerusalem a spe-
cial status that corresponds to her double character, holy 
and universal, and ordinary and local, where daily life 
unfolds. Once this status has been found and defined, the 
international community is required to confirm it with 
international guarantees that will assure continuing peace 
and respect for all.15

As with the previous affirmation, this desire for global 
as well as local involvement in the future of the city is an 
appropriate reflection of the multi-dimensional picture of 
Jerusalem in the Bible.

9. There is a link between peace in Jerusalem and peace for 

the whole world.

The 1994 memorandum stated, “Jerusalem is a symbol and 
a promise of the presence of God, of fraternity and peace for 
humankind, in particular for the children of Abraham: Jews, 
Christians and Muslims. We call upon all parties concerned 
to comprehend and accept the nature and deep significance 
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of Jerusalem, the City of God.”16 One aspect of the “sacra-
mental” quality of Jerusalem is the mysterious link between 
the peace of this city and the wider peace of the whole world. 
Conversely, if there is a lack of peace and justice in Jerusalem, 
that too affects the wellbeing of our earth. Regrettable though 
it may be, the special affection felt for Jerusalem in all three 
of the Abrahamic faiths has led to specific incidents of vio-
lence in countries far distant from Israel/Palestine, in which 
the perpetrators have used the current situation in Jerusalem 
as an excuse for their actions. Such violence of course needs 
always to be challenged and condemned. At the same time 
we have to acknowledge that the present perceived injustices 
in the Holy Land act as a sort of running sore that can help to 
provoke conflict elsewhere in the world. It is also vital to resist 
attempts in some Christian circles to locate Jerusalem as the 
centre or denouement of an almighty apocalyptic battle. That 
is the antithesis of the meaning of the city. Rather we need to 
long and pray for the day when it will be possible to “make 
of the city a holy place of reconciliation for humankind.”17

10. The resolution of challenges relating to Jerusalem is 

urgent and must not be postponed. If such questions can be 

resolved this will offer new energy to help deal with wider 

aspects of the peace process.

The last affirmation is that Jerusalem should be “first” not 
last. The peace process for Israel/Palestine has often worked 
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on the assumption that the resolution of issues relating to 
Jerusalem can be deferred until the final stage of discussions. 
It has become increasingly obvious that this proposition is 
untenable. In the mid-1990s, during a time of heightened 
religious tension in the Old City and in reaction to the Camp 
David negotiations that had assumed that political compro-
mises could come first and then the holy places would be 
dealt with later, the Christian leadership of Jerusalem stated 
firmly “‘Jerusalem first’ is now a priority. It is the heart of the 
conflict and the key to peace.”18

Such a view reflects both the reality that Jerusalem lies at 
the heart of the conflict, and also that, because of its sacra-
mental quality, it can help effect peace. “Once a new spiritual 
arrangement is developed that deals with Jerusalem’s holi-
ness, then a new political vision for Jerusalem (and the entire 
region) may emerge and spread out from the Centre ‘like the 
ooze of oil crushed’, to use Gerard Manley Hopkins’ phrase 
… then political discourse will change from ‘us and them’ to 
‘Yes, all of us!’”19

I suspect that other people constructing such a list of ten 
affirmations might come up with a list that looks slightly dif-
ferent from mine. There are, in fact, other suggestions that I 
too could offer. I believe however that the affirmations made 
in this chapter are genuinely based upon the theological reflec-
tions I have offered previously. I am of course also conscious 
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that however much though I cherish Jerusalem, my vision of 
the city will inevitably be coloured by my own background, 
interests, and religious context. Yet running throughout the 
reflections offered in this book, and these final affirmations, 
are two principles once enunciated in the 1980s by Donald 
Nicholl, then rector of the Ecumenical Institute at Tantur, 
situated between Jerusalem and Bethlehem. They are wise 
words, which I try always to hold before my own eyes, even 
if I also acknowledge my frequent failure. I believe that they 
are words which it behoves all Christians, particularly those 
who come from outside the Middle East, to take very seri-
ously when engaging with Jerusalem, the Holy Land, and its 
people. It is appropriate to use these words of Donald Nicholl 
to conclude this book. The first principle is, “If your immedi-
ate spontaneous reaction—if the movement of your heart—
upon hearing of some tragedy is an ideological one rather 
than a human one, then your heart has become corrupted 
and you should leave straight away and go on pilgrimage 
until it is cleansed.” And the second, “The task of the Chris-
tian is not to be neutral—but to be torn in two. “

Pray for the peace of Jerusalem. (Psalm 122:6)


