January 9, 2008

I started the day by walking to the Bible Lands Museum next to the Israel Museum and opposite the Kennesset.  The sign said that it would be closed on the 10th and 11th due to President Bush’s visit but it was closed today as well.  So I headed back to the old city by way of Rambam Street.  Police and soldiers were everywhere for good reason.   It is the route the President will take to enter the city.  As I was walking I saw a whole entourage of empty cars – 2 limos, vans, buses, police in cars, and on motorcycles going out to meet him.  Presumably he came by helicopter from the airport in Tel Aviv to some place on the grounds of the government complex.  The President’s entry into Jerusalem wasn’t quite as unsophisticated and humble as one man on a donkey with branches and garments being strewn in his way.  I read in the paper that his visit is costing the U.S. $40 million and an undisclosed sum for the Israelis.  They have 8,000 police and troops out in the streets.  From what I could see they mostly look bored.  I took a picture of two soldiers on top of the western wall of the old city facing the King David Hotel where the President was staying.  They were on guard there.  

When I got back to the old city I went first to the Church of the Dormition and sat there for some time looking at the mosaics.  The asp has a large Madonna and child with the quote from Mathew about the virgin bearing a son and naming him Emmanuel.  Below it are mosaics of the various prophets who predicted the birth of the Messiah.  

I moved on to the Coenaculum next door and spent some time praying.  Maybe it isn’t the place of Pentecost.  The texts aren’t specific enough and I suppose that would be fitting for the Spirit doesn’t descend upon a place but upon people as he did upon the 120 that day.  So it would be futile to say this is the one place, the one and only place (well here there are two of everything) where the Spirit came down.  He comes down upon whomever believes and receives the Spirit from Jesus, wherever they may be.  

I then walked to the Jaffa Gate and did a portion of the wall walk from the Jaffa Gate south along the western side of the old city and then along the southern side as far as the Dung Gate, which is as far as one may go in that direction these days.  It affords some marvelous views but it was overcast again today and not good for taking pictures.  While on the walkway I heard a guide telling the Jewish family she was touring that in 1850 the Ottomans got so tired of the fighting between the Greek, Coptic, Armenian, and Latin Christians over the Holy Sepulchre that they decreed what is, is what will be.   So the Greeks control most of the site with the Latins, Copts, Armenians all their bits and pieces.  I suppose the Syrians and Abyssinians control so little they weren’t worth mentioning. 

Walking back towards the Jaffa Gate I stopped at the Museum of the Armenian Holocaust.  Well, it is more a museum of Armenian history.  I was the lone visitor.  It was informative.  Now I understand a little of their history.  Armenians have been living in this quarter of the old city for a very long time, from before the Crusades, for some of the Crusader Kings of Jerusalem married Armenian women from Jerusalem.  The Armenian Church broke from the Orthodox Patriarchy in the 6th century C.E. or so.  They renounced the decision of the Council of Chalcedon that spoke of Jesus having two natures (divine and human) in one person.  They sided with Cyril for the view that he has one divine nature, the Word Incarnate.

From the Armenian Museum I went back to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre to see what I could see.  I took a path through the Jewish and Arab quarters and wandered down a street in the Arab quarter that I hadn’t been on before.  Its shops were mostly meat and vegetable markets.  The meat was hanging at the front of each stall and the butchers were trimming it to order.  

When I reached the Holy Sepulchre I sat in the Latin Chapel where Jesus was nailed to the cross.  When the line cleared I went to touch the stone of Golgotha again in the Greek Chapel.  Between the two is a rather dramatic depiction of a sword piercing Mary’s heart based upon the text of Luke 2:35.  It is a statue and not an icon, enclosed in a marble and glass case.  Her face is realistically rendered with a look of startle and pain.  I then touched the stone under the altar at Golgotha.  From there I descended the stairs to take a closer look at the Coptic chapel behind the tomb itself.  There was no crowd gathered this time so I looked in and saw on the floor a white stone inscribed in English, “Coptic tomb of Jesus.”  So, yes, there are two of everything here, sometimes, even three.  Every so often two monks emerge from this tiny chapel with censers and first cense it and then go to the slab of marble where Christ was laid out and prepared from burial after being taken down from the cross and then they go up the stairs and cense Golgotha.  No one seems to pay them much mind as they go about their business.

On the way to the Holy Sepulchre I bought a pendant for Janet in a shop next to the 7th Station on the Via Delarosa.  It is where Jesus falls the second time and Simon of Cyrene is pressed in to service to carry his cross.  The pendant is silver with the Messianic Seal of the Jerusalem Church on a background of roman glass fragments.  The seal is a very early Christian symbol depicting the menorah, the Star of David and a fish with a tiny cross for its eye.  I like it because it clearly expresses the Jewish roots of the Christian faith.  It is the only Messianic Seal I have seen here.  I wasn’t going to buy it at first, thinking Janet is allergic to silver, but the shopkeeper was insistent.  Over a cup of tea he told me he was a non-practicing Muslim who had studied engineering in Waco, Texas.  He had returned to run his family’s shop.  Business was slow because of President Bush’s arrival.  Many tours had been cancelled owing to the restrictions on traffic.  So, he sold it to me for 450 New Israeli Shekels.  I don’t know if I got a bargain or made another charitable donation.  Well, it is unusual anyway.  Now I have met two shopkeepers, both non-practicing Muslims.  I wonder if that is unusual, or do they say that for the benefit of their Christian patrons?

My reflections for the day are these.  This place seems to embody the sentiments of Ecclesiastes 3: 1-8.

For everything there is a season, 

and a time for every matter under heaven:

a time to be born, and a time to die;

a time to plant, 

and a time to pluck up what is planted;

a time to kill,

and a time to heal;

a time to break down,

and a time to build up;

a time to mourn, 

and a time to dance;

a time to cast away stones,

and a time to gather stones together;

a time to embrace,

and a time to refrain from embracing;

a time to seek,

and a time to lose;

a time to keep,

and a time to cast away;

a time to tear;

and a time to sew;

a time to keep silence,

and a time to speak;

a time to love,

and a time to hate;

a time for war,

and a time for peace.

Tonight with the President in town people are hoping it is a time for peace.  Not everyone is tired of war and there are those who want to press on in their cause.  But the sense I get from the majority here is that they only want peace so that they can be born, plant, build up, laugh, dance, gather stones (they are everywhere here), embrace, seek, keep, sew, speak, and above all love.  I did feel like the Preacher (Solomon) today, though, who reflected on the vanity of it all.  “I the Preacher have been King over Israel in Jerusalem.  And I have applied my heart to seek and to search out by wisdom all that is done under heaven.  It is an unhappy business that God has given to the children of men to be busy with.  I have seen everything under the sun, and behold, all is vanity and a striving after wind.” (Ecclesiastes 1:12-14)  “For we are from the dust, and to dust all return.” (Ecclesiastes 3: 20)  Why do we strive so against one another if that is the case?  No one can claim victory for the victor will die like the vanquished.  Would that we could embrace one another as those who will sleep in the dust together, and as long as we have breath, cherish one another.  

