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Yerushalayim — a.k.a. 
Jerusalem

The Proper Pronunciation of the City’s 
Name and its Eternal Ramifications

Did you ever wonder about the origin and the significance 
of the name ם  The Chasam Sofer (D’rashos, D’rush ?יְרוּשָׁלִַ
L’zayin B’av, 5593) makes some enlightening comments on 
the subject:
At first, the city was known simply as שָׁלֵם. This was the 
name of the city during the reign of King Malki Tzedek 
(the alias of Shem, the son of Noach), as the verse states: 
“And Malki Tzedek, king of Shaleim, took out bread and 
wine” (Bereishis 14:18). After the episode of the akeidah 
(the binding of Yitzchak), Avraham crowned the city with a 
new appellation: יִרְאֶה (literally, “shall see”), as mentioned 
in the verse: “And Avraham called the name of that place 
‘Hashem Yireh’” (Bereishis 22:14). As the Medrash relates, 
this presented a quandary: how should the city be referred to 
in a way that would not upset either party? Hashem devised 
a solution: He combined the two titles. Hence, “Yeru-
Shaleim” was born (Bereishis Rabbah 56:10).  

Shifting Positions

The naming issue resurfaces at a later date, through another 
event that occurred at that location: the dream of our 
patriarch Ya’akov. As he lay on that spot, he had a vision 
of a סוּלָם (ladder) that extended to the Heavens, “And 
angels... were ascending and descending on it” (Bereishis 
28:12). The intent and import of this dream is the subject of 
much discussion amongst the commentators. The Ramban 
explains who these “angels” were: they were celestial 
representatives of the “Four Kingdoms”; that is, the four 

regimes who would, in the future, exercise dominion 
over Yisrael. Through this vision, Hashem was revealing 
to Ya’akov that He would be with Ya’akov’s offspring 
throughout their exiles and travails. 
In any event, the sulam thus comes to symbolize the trials of 
galus (the Diaspora). This gives rise to yet another rendering 
and understanding of the city’s name. The aforementioned 
term “Yerushalayim” carries with it an uplifting connotation: 
one “will behold” (“Yeru”) “peace/fullness” (shaleim). But 
this version is dependent on the middle letter of the name 
— the shin. With its dot positioned on its right side — ׁש 
— the name is pronounced as above: Yerushalayim. Notice 
what occurs, however, when the dot is shifted to the left — 
 transforming the letter into a sin, with its associated — שׂ
pronunciation. The name can now be rendered Yerusalem 
— a composite of “Yeru” (“he will behold”) “Sulam” (“the 
ladder”). And this version carries much darker connotations, 
as it refers to the galus.   
In other words, the obviously preferable version of the 
city’s name is the familiar Yerushalayim, which reflects its 
glory and tranquility. Alternatively, though, the city can be 
rendered Yerusalem (quite similar to the popular Anglicized 
version), which invokes the state of affairs of the post-
Temple era, after the city was destroyed and its inhabitants 
dispersed.
As we shall see, the Chasam Sofer uncovers an interesting 
application of this name with its double-connotation, an idea 
which is, at the same time, both intriguing and sobering.

The Reciprocity Factor

The Torah instructs us to pursue a life of kedushah 
(holiness) through adherence to and immersion in the 
Torah. Sometimes, an individual acceding to the call of 



For background purposes, we present here a brief 

synopsis of the Creation schedule, in which the items 

created on any given day of the Six Days of Creation 

are mentioned:

Day #1: Heaven and earth (and light).

Day #2: Firmament separating between the upper 

waters and the lower waters (the latter being the yam 

[sea]).

Day #3: Trees, grass, and all vegetation.

Day #4: Heavenly bodies of illumination (sun, moon, 

stars).

Day #5: Flying creatures and denizens of the sea. 

Day #6: Animals and man.

The Mishnah in Keilim (17:14) goes through 

each day of Creation, noting on which days materials 

susceptible to defilement were created:

נִי אֵין בּוֹ טֻמְאָה,  ֵ שּׁ יוֹם הָרִאשׁוֹן טֻמְאָה, בַּ בְרָא בְּ נִּ ֶ מַה שּׁ וְיֵשׁ בְּ

טֻמְאָה...  הֶם  בָּ אֵין  י  וּבַחֲמִישִׁ רְבִיעִי  בָּ טֻמְאָה,  בּוֹ  יֶשׁ  י  לִישִׁ ְ שּׁ בַּ
י, טָמֵא. ִ שּׁ ִ יוֹם הַשּׁ בְרָא בְּ נִּ שֶׁ

“From things created on day one, there are those 
that are susceptible to tumah. Nothing created on day 
two is susceptible to tumah. There are items created on 
day three with tumah-susceptibility. Days four and five 
contain no tumah-susceptible items... but creations of 
day six are tumah-susceptible.”

In all, days one, three and six contain tumah-
susceptible items, while days two, four and five do not. 
The Bartenura fills in the details: Generally speaking, 
materials become tumah-susceptible when they are 
fashioned into vessels or clothing – that is, depending 
on what the materials are. On the first day, the earth 
was created; earthenware vessels are susceptible to 
tumah. Day number two saw the fashioning of the 
firmament separating the waters; nothing there that 
could incur tumah. The third day saw the creation of the 
trees; wooden vessels are susceptible to tumah. On the 
fourth and fifth days, the heavenly bodies and creatures 
of the air and sea were formed, respectively. They do 
not incur tumah, and so, seemingly, a moon-rock jug, 
or a sharkskin purse would be tumah-free. However, 
leather-products from animals – created on the sixth 
day – would be susceptible to tumah. 

The Problem with Seaweed
Upon delving into some of the intricacies of this 

topic, a point to consider would be the various forms of 
sea vegetation (generally referred to as kelp or seaweed). 
Although possibly not the most fashionable by current 
standards, people did utilize (at one point or another) 
the abundant fibrous material supplied 
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his inclination, may try to shirk his responsibilities and 
“escape” from his Torah duty; but his efforts are doomed to 
failure. This notion is illustrated by the following Mishnah 
in Avos (3:5):
 כָּל הַמְקַבֵּל עָלָיו עֹל תּוֹרָה, מַעֲבִירִין מִמֶּנּוּ עֹל מַלְכוּת וְעֹל דֶּרֶךְ
 אֶרֶץ. וְכָל הַפּוֹרֵק מִמֶּנּוּ עֹל תּוֹרָה, נוֹתְנִין עָלָיו עֹל מַלְכוּת וְעֹל

דֶּרֶךְ אֶרֶץ.

“Whoever accepts upon himself the yoke of Torah will be 
relieved from the yoke of governmental interference and 
other mundane pressures. But whoever casts off the yoke 
of Torah will be subject to the yoke of governmental and 
mundane pressures.”
Here we have someone who thought he could “enjoy 
life” by throwing off what he perceived as the shackles 
of Torah study. He was rewarded with a shower of life’s 
inconveniences, which surely upset his “vacation plans.”

Chazal state that an eerily similar phenomenon takes place 
in a similar area: one’s attitude to the Churban (destruction 
of the Temple). “Whoever mourns over (the destruction of) 
Yerushalayim will merit to behold its joyous resurgence; but 
whoever does not mourn for Yerushalayim will not behold 
its future joy” (Ta’anis 30b). 
Who does not participate in its mourning? One who does 
not regard its unique sacredness as a worthwhile aspect; 
he is more interested in copying the ways of foreign cities 
and blending in with the other nations. And so Chazal tell 
us that the fate of such an individual will resemble that of 
the renegade mentioned in the Mishnah above. He desired 
an enhanced relationship with the nations; instead, he will 
remain under their strict dominion and be excluded from the 
joyous events of the Redemption from Exile.
Drawing on the notion of the city’s two names, the Chasam 
Sofer finds an allusion to this idea in the words of the 
well-known verse (Tehillim 137:5): יְרוּשָׁלָם  אִם־אֶשְׁכָּחֵךְ 
יְמִינִי  If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, may my right“ תִּשְׁכַּח 
be forgotten.” Conventionally, the verse is understood as 
referring to the right hand, as the supplicant expresses his 
desire that his right hand should lose its power should he 
forget the sacred city. The Chasam Sofer, however, perceives 
this verse as reflecting the phenomenon of the city’s names. 
As stated, “Yerushalayim” is the title of preference, as it 
conjures up comforting visions of the restoration to its 
original grandeur. Such is the prospect for those who 
remember the city and participate in mourning for it, as the 
Gemara in Ta’anis remarked. 
What of those who “forget” the city, and neglect its memory? 
“If I forget you... my ‘right’ will be forgotten.” That is, the 
shin (which is punctuated with a dot on its right side) will 
transform into a sin (with the dot on the left; that is, the 
dot has been omitted from the “right” and transferred to 
the other side). For such an individual, the city will be only 
“Jerusalem”— he will be subject to the harsh rule of foreign 
conquerors, a far cry from his misguided dream of blending 
in with and mimicking the ways of the nations.
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