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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 רּוׁש ִַלם
ָ ?י
ְ The Chasam Sofer (D’rashos, D’rush
L’zayin B’av, 5593) makes some enlightening comments on
the subject:
At first, the city was known simply as ׁש ֵלם.
ָ 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: ( ִי ְר ֶאהliterally, “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, “YeruShaleim” 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 סּולם
ָ
(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
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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 —
 — ׂשtransforming the letter into a sin, with its associated
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 postTemple 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
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