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(2nd Sunday of Advent) 
 

“Jerusalem and Bethlehem:  A Tale of Two Cities” 
 

 “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the 
age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of 

belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of light, it 
was the season of darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the 

winter of despair.”   

 So begins Charles Dickens novel - “A Tale of Two Cities” - about 

London and Paris during the French Revolution. 

 Dickens words could also be about two other cities, Jerusalem and 

Bethlehem. 

 During Advent, our attention is turned to these two cities because of 
their special place in our faith story.   

 Bethlehem has long been considered the birth place of Jesus.  
Jerusalem is the city where Jesus was crucified.  

 During Advent, we hear the words of the prophets, like Micah, who 
speaks these words about Bethlehem:  “But you, O Bethlehem, are only 

a small village among the people of Judah.  Yet a ruler from Israel 
will come from you, one whose origins are from the distant past.”  

(Micah 5:2; NLT) 

 As for the other city, the writer of Matthew’s Gospel tells us: “After 

Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, when King Herod ruled, Magi 
from the east appeared in Jerusalem…” (2:1, NLT). 

 These two ancients cities are back in the news again and not just 
because it is Christmas time.   

 This past Wednesday, in a major shift in our nation’s foreign policy, 

Donald Trump did what no other United States President had done before. 
He said he would recognize Jerusalem as the capital of Israel.   

 His action was not well received by other world leaders, the 
international community, and the people who live in and around Jerusalem 

and Bethlehem. 

 Jerusalem is home to two people who are made up of the three 

Abrahamic faiths - Christians, Muslims and Jews.  Within its old city walls are 
sacred holy sites for all three of these major religions.   

 Over the past weeks we have been hearing stories of the land, its 
people, and the sacred place it became to the two sons of Abraham, Isaac 

(Sarah) and Ishmael (Hagar).   



 

 

 Jerusalem, in its infancy, became the permanent home of Ark of the 

Covenant.  David made Jerusalem the capital of old Israel.  It was his dream 
to build a glorious temple to house the “Holy of Holies,” God’s residence on 

earth. Solomon saw his father’s dream come true.   

 Over the years, Jerusalem was ruled by kings, captured by invading 

armies, rebuilt (as was the Temple), only to be destroyed time and again.   

 The city and Temple were finally destroyed by the Roman Emperor 

Nero in 70 CE following a rebellion by the Jewish people beginning in 66 CE.  
Jewish people fled the region, living elsewhere, including Nazi Germany.   

 Following World War II, and after much political debate and fighting, 
including terrorist acts by Jewish right-wing extremists, like the King David 

Hotel bombing that killed 91 people, and much other blood being shed on 
the sacred soil of Jerusalem, the International community, with the support 

of the United States, recognized Israel on May 14, 1948, once again as a 
nation.   

 But Jerusalem was not to be the capital.   The city of Tel Aviv became 

the capital of modern day Israel. It is where Israel’s government offices, 
parliament, and the international embassies are located.   

 Of course, recognizing Israel as a nation did not set well with the 
Palestine people who had lived there for centuries.   

 Historically, the Palestine people were a mix of Muslims, Christians, 
and Jews, who had lived peacefully and productively as neighbors and family 

for many years.  Jesus was a Palestinian Jew.   

 But that all changed on May 14, 1948.  Jewish extremists began to 

take the land, farms and homes that had been owned by Palestinians for 
centuries.  Wars, like the Six-Day War in 1967, were fought.  Each time 

Israel has taken more of the land, pushing Palestinians into settlements and 
refugee camps in the Gaza Strip and the West Bank.   

 Jerusalem, like Berlin, was divided up into sections, but this has only 
contributed to the bloody, violent disputes between the extremist groups in 

all three faiths. 

 Palestinians, who hope for a “Two State Solution” still see Jerusalem 
as their capital as well.  This is why the International community and 

previous Presidents have not recognized Jerusalem as Israel’s capital.   

 More than a capital city, Jerusalem has long been considered by the 

three religions to be the epicenter of God. 

 In his book, Abraham: The Father of Three Faiths, author Bruce Feiler 

describes Jerusalem with these beautiful, poetic words:   “They start 
walking just after dawn.  They stream through the streets, begin 

climbing the hills, and drop a few coins in the outstretched palms of 
the poor.  They leave their houses, their lives, their neighbors, and 



 

 

come by themselves or in groups of two or three.  Their heads are 

covered, their eyes down turned.  They are alone.  But when they 
pass through the gates and lift up their eyes, suddenly they are in an 

illuminated place, a familial place.  They are home.  No one is alone 
in Jerusalem:  even the stones know your father. 

 Once inside, the stream divides.  Christians turn north.  Today 
is the last Friday before Christmas, and this afternoon monks will 

lead a somber procession carrying crosses down the Via Dolorosa.  
Jews turn south.  Today is the last Friday of Hanukkah, and at sunset 

rabbis will hold jubilant ceremony lighting six candles at the 
Western Wall.  Muslims turn east.  Today is the last Friday of 

Ramadan, and at noon clerics will hold a massive prayer service with 
two hundred thousand bending as one. 

 Today is not rare.  Jerusalem is a touchstone of faith, and has 
been before the beginning of time began.  The legends of 

monotheism are clear on one thing:  Before there was time, there 

was water, and a darkness covered the deep.  A piece of land 
emerged out of the water.  That land is the Rock, and the rock is 

here.  Adam was buried here.  Solomon built (the temple) here.  
Jesus prayed here.  Muhammad ascended here. 

 And Abraham came here to sacrifice his son (Isaac or Ismael 
depending who is telling the story).  Today that rock is a magnet of 

monotheism, an etched, worn mask of limestone, bowed by few alive 
today, touched by even fewer, hidden under a golden dome, and 

made more powerful by the incandescence that seems to surround it 
at every hour.   

 The legends say God issued the first ray of light from the Rock.  
The ray pierced the darkness and filled his glorious land…The Rock 

is considered the navel of the world, and the world, it often seems, 
wants to crawl through that breach and reenter the womb of God... 

Stand here, you can see eternity.  Stand here, you can touch the 

source”. 

  Down the road, not much further than Cambridge is to London, is the 

other city, Bethlehem.  It is located in the Palestinian territory known as the 
West Bank.  However, to get there, you must go through heavy security 

check points.  And not everybody can get there. 

 Travel writer, Rick Steves describes Bethlehem this way, it “is not a 

pretty town but it has a special energy. Most homes and businesses 
stand behind security walls and fences. The Arab market is colorful. 

And the skyline is a commotion of satellite dishes, minarets, and 
church spires… Of course, Bethlehem is important to Christians 

because it is the birthplace of Jesus.  Half of the Christians in the 
West Bank live in Bethlehem. In Palestine a century ago, about 20 



 

 

percent of the people were Christian — now it’s not quite 2 percent 

of the population… Palestine was part of the Ottoman Empire until 
the end of WWI in 1918. During that war, most Palestinian 

Christians fled the draft — since the Ottomans were neither Arab nor 
Christian, these Arab Christians saw no reason to fight in their 

army… Bethlehem could be considered the fourth most holy site in 
Islam, as Muslims consider Jesus a major prophet and have a special 

reverence for Mary, who has a big role in the Koran. Because of the 
tension between Israel and Palestine, most Arab Muslims are not 

allowed to visit Bethlehem. But when things settle down, it’ll 
become a big pilgrimage destination for Muslims, and that will be 

helpful for the struggling economy.” 

 Jerusalem and Bethlehem, a tale of two cities tied to three faiths, and 

both are sacred sources of the One God of us all.   

 So whose capital is Jerusalem?  Well, people have been fighting and 

killing each other over that question ever sense.  Even this morning as I 

speak, violence and bloodshed are claiming more lives because of President 
Trump’s decision.   

 If God’s “Shalom” (peace), is ever to reign on earth, then Jerusalem 
seems to be key, at least in some people’s mind.  

 What isn’t the key to establishing God’s “Shalom” in the Middle East or 
in God’s world, is a political move by a President or any other world leader 

proclaiming Jerusalem to be the capital city for one faith over another faith!  

 Advent is a time for us to watch, waiting expectantly once again for 

the in-breaking of God’s Love and Light.   

 Many people turn their eyes to Jerusalem, hopeful that Jesus will come 

back there to establish God’s kingdom on earth.   

 Me? I’m going out on a theological limb here.  People missed God’s 

incarnation the first time, when it came a short 15 minute bicycle ride away 
in a small village where there was no room at the inn in Bethlehem.   If 

people keep expecting Jerusalem to be the center of God’s return, I’m 

guessing they are going to miss it again. 

 Where is the true capital of God’s people?  As Jesus said, one only has 

to look within oneself to find it.      

 Do you suppose this time, we can make some room for God there?  

Perhaps when we do, the world will finally know true peace and we will 
discover the true meaning of Christmas.   


