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A Christian Theology of Place

Abstract

The contention of this thesis is that place is much more important in human
experience and in the Christian scheme of things than 1s generally recognised.

I first survey the manner in which place has been progressively downgraded 1n
Western thought and practice in favour of a concentration upon space and time. I note
that during the latter part of the twentieth century scholars in a variety of disciplines have
suggested that place is much more important than this prevailing discourse would
suggest. Few theologians, however, recognise the importance of place. I suggest that, in
this respect, theologians owe more to the mores of modernity than to a thorough
engagement with the Christian scriptures and tradition.

Second, I embark upon such an engagement with the scriptures. My findings
suggest that their witness confirms that, from a Christian perspective, place is vital.

With this in mind, my third step is to propose that the best way of understanding
the role of place in a manner consonant with the Biblical narrative is sacramentally.

Fourth, I test this hypothesis by examining the Christian tradition’s approach to
pilgrimage and investigate how it might be applied to holy places and churches in
general.

Finally, I conclude that a renewed appreciation of place by theologians and
churchpeople, which their scriptures and tradition invite, would enable them to offer

much to a society still trapped in the paradigm of modernity which underestimates place,

with dehumanising effect.
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Introduction

This thesis 1s an investigation into the material, physical places which we inhabit, in
which we are ‘placed’ as human beings. Our very existence as embodied beings
means that at any given moment we will be in one particular place. We must have a
place in which to stand — place is as necessary as food and air to us. The events that
shape our lives happen in particular places, nothing we do or are, nothing that happens
to us is unplaced. The question I want to ask is, what is the importance of such places
to our humanity viewed from the perspective of the Christian faith? What is the
significance of place in human experience? What does it mean to talk of ‘holy places’

and how does place fit into the Christian scheme of things?1

Chapter one looks first at the way in which Western thought has viewed place from
the earliest times. I trace the way in which the importance of place in Greek thought
was gradually eclipsed by a discourse which concentrated firstly, upon space and
secondly, upon time. I argue that during the period of modemity this dominant
discourse virtually eliminated place from academic discussion and that this had
serious repercussions upon the manner in which Western society developed. I then
look at a growing number of protests in the latter part of the twentieth century by
scholars in a variety of academic disciplines against this prevailing discourse. These
protests point out the way in which this downgrading of place has worked out In
practice with dehumanising effect and suggest that place has much more effect on

humanity than has generally been recognised. I note that contemporary theology has

remained, in the main, wedded to the norms of modemity as far as attitudes to place



are concerned, as 1s evidenced by the fact that very few theologians have paid much

attention to place. This latter is an approach which I argue is consonant neither with

Christian scripture nor tradition.

In order to substantiate the above claim and demonstrate that Christian theology
should take place seriously, I turn in chapter two to a detailed examination of the
attitude of the scriptures to place. My study confirms that place is a very important
category in the Old Testament and that the narrative supports a three-way relationship
between God, people and place in which all three are essential. Turning to the New
Testament I suggest that, although there is no longer a concentration upon the Holy
Land and Jerusalem, the incarnation affirms the importance of the particular and
therefore of place in God’s dealings with humanity. Seen in an incamational
perspective, places are the seat of relations or the place of meeting and activity in the

interaction between God and the world.

In the light of this, chapter three proposes that the most constructive manner in which
to view place from a Christian perspective is sacramentally. I examine the concept of
sacrament and trace its extension from the church’s sacraments to a wider application
in the material world. Agreeing with those who emphasise that the notion of
sacrament must be grounded in event, I point to the importance of place in human
encounter with the Divine, beginning with Jacob’s encounter at Bethel and continuing
through the scriptures and tradition. I term such encounters ‘sacramental event’ and
go on to argue that, far from being isolated incidents given only to a few, such
‘sacramental encounters’ are a very common part of Christian experience and that the

place in which such encounter occurs is not merely a backdrop to the experience but
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an integral part of it. I propose that the relational view of place, people and God,
which emerges 1n chapter two as the biblical paradigm, is retained in such encounters.
‘Sacramental encounters’ then become built into the story of such places and I enlist
the support of scholars of other disciplines to elucidate how this can happen in a

manner which allows for the development of holiness across time and the resulting

emergence of ‘holy places’.

Chapter four looks as the way in which holy places so understood have been an
integral part of the Christian traditton from the earliest times and how this has been
seen to be particularly true in the phenomenon of pilgrimage. Pilgrimage is a dynamic
model which links people, place and God in a manner which is consonant with the
Biblical paradigm to which I have referred above. Examining its history, I show how
pilgrimage to the Holy Land and Jerusalem grew in popularity and was accompanied
by the emergence of a sacred geography of holy places across Christendom.
Pilgrimage to such holy places, where God’s love had been made manifest in
‘sacramental encounter’ and the resulting witness of holy men and women, was a vital
ingredient of Christian life in medieval times and has remained so for many since the
Reformation. Having characterised pilgrimage as an authentic Christian
phenomenon, I examine the theology of shrines to which such pilgrimage is made,
examining the manner in which the shrine can act as a memorial to the saving events
of Christian history, a prophetic presence in the midst of secular society and an
eschatological sign. I then go on to suggest that there is a good case for treating all
churches as shrines, for if holy places are those in which ‘sacramental encounter’

takes place then churches are certainly holy places as a result of regular Eucharistic



celebration and the development of a Christian community associated with the place.
Churches so regarded can help to root the worshipping community in its faith, nurture
its prophetic witness, and speak eschatologically of its destination in a manner which
maintains a proper biblical relationship between people, place and God. This means

that holy places, as well as the Christian communities associated with them, can then

act as a witness to the world.

Finally, in chapter five, I look at the manner in which a renewed understanding of the
importance of place from a theological perspective has much to offer to attempts by
scholars of other disciplines to work against the dehumanising effects of the loss of
place considered in the first chapter. Churches viewed sacramentally can speak of the
importance of place in human experience. Further, the relational view of place which
emerges as the proper Christian attitude to place in this thesis sheds much light upon
the complex interaction which characterises the manner in which people interact with
the places they inhabit: community and places each build up the identity of the other.
This is an important insight in a world in which the effects of globalisation continue
to erode people’s rootedness and experience of place. Attention to place in general
and not just holy places by the Christian community will not only, therefore, afford
nourishment to the community itself but will be a powerful prophetic action.
However, at the same time, the Church must witness to the fact that all places in this
world are penultimate. I conclude, therefore, with an examination of what it might
mean to speak of ultimate place and suggest that belief in the resurrection of the body

might imply implacement of that body in the hereafter.



Greek words have been transliterated without breathings and other signs. Where there
are quotations within quotations I have eliminated double quote marks throughout for

the sake of consistency.



1. Place in Western Thought and Practice

1.1 The Demise of Place

1.1.1 Place and Space

In order to be clear about the use of terms I want to begin by teasing out the difference
between the two terms ‘space’ and ‘place’ as I shall use them in what follows. Many
people (including theologians®) use the terms interchangeably but this leads to the
concept being rather unclarified. Einstein pointed out the difficulty when he wrote
that when two different authors use the words like ‘red,’ hard,” or ‘disappointed,’ no
one doubts that they mean more or less the same thing, because ‘these words are
connected with elementary experiences in a manner which is difficult to misinterpret.
But in the case of words such as “place or *space,” whose relation with psychological
experience is less direct, there exists a far reaching uncertainty of intcrpretation.’3 The
situation is complicated by the fact that, as David Harvey reminds us, the term ‘place’
has an extraordinary range of metaphorical meanings: ‘We talk about the place of art
in social life, the place of women in society, our place in the cosmos, and we
internalise such notions psychologically in terms of knowing our place, or feeling that
we have a place in the affections or esteem of others.”* He goes on to remind us that
by ‘putting people, events and things in their proper place’ we express norms. Harvey

thus argues that place is one of the most multi-purpose words in the English language.

Even when we restrict our attention to physical place we have to contend with the fact

that, as Yi-Fu Tuan observes, ‘space and place are basic components of the lived



world; we take them for granted which means that ‘in experience, the meaning of
space often merges with that of place.’ > However, despite all these difficulties, it is
possible to adumbrate broad differences between the way in which the words are
used, as Tuan himself suggests: ‘We can say that ‘space’ is more abstract than
‘place’. What begins as undifferentiated space becomes place as we get to know it
better and endow 1t with value... The 1deas of ‘space’ and ‘place’ require each other
for definition. From the secunty and stability of place we are aware of the openness,
freedom, and threat of space, and vice-versa.’® Tuan’s observations elucidate some
basic points about the way in which the two words are in general use. Thus, though
space is ‘amorphous and intangible,’”” when we think of space most of us will tend to
think of ‘outer space’ and ‘infinity’, of what Edward Relph describes as ‘the reasoned
space of maps, plans, cosmographies, and geometries, interstellar Space."8 When we
think of place, on the other hand, we will tend to think of locality, a particular spot.
What is undifferentiated space becomes for us significant place by virtue of our
familiarity with it. The two terms might be thought of as tending towards opposite

ends of a spectrum which has the local at one end and the infinite at the other. Spaces

are what are filled with places.

This distinction between the terms ‘place’ and ‘space’ in common usage is one which
I shall follow below. Though I am conscious that some thinkers take a different line’,
this is one which has honourable academic precedent. In addition to the geographers
Relph and Tuan, whom I have already cited, Dillistone, for example, contrasts ‘the
feeling of space with the sense of place’'” where ‘space’ is our experience of three-

dimensional extension or the linear distance between a number of fixed points and
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‘place’ is a location, a particular space which carries significance. With this defimtion

in mind we shall look at the history of ‘place’ and ‘space’ so defined in Western

thought.

1.1.2 The Greek Inheritance

In what follows I shall argue that there are two ways in which our approach to place is
construed. The first, as intimated above, builds upon our experience. Such experience

begins very early. As Tuan expresses 1t:

The infant acquires a sense of distance by attending to the sound of a human voice that signals
the approach of his mother. A child is walked to school a few times and thereafter he can make
the journey on his own, without the help of a map; indeed, he is able to envisage the route. We
are in a strange part of town: unknown space stretches ahead of us. In time we know a few
landmarks and the routes connecting them. Eventually what was strange town and unknown
space becomes familiar place. Abstract space, lacking significance other than strangeness,
becomes concrete place, filled with meaning. Much is learned but not through formal

instruction.'!

This is the manner in which we begin to be able to organise our experience and
differentiate between what I have described as ‘space’ and ‘place’. However, as our
consciousness develops what we learn from our everyday experience is affected by
the manner in which the society in which we live conceives these notions, and such
conceptions will be affected by a long history of thought and practice. Michel
Foucault observed that ‘a whole history remains to be written of spaces — which
would at the same time be a history of powers — from the great strategies of

t.’'* This equivalence of a history of

geopolitics to the little tactics of the habita
powers with a history of spaces is obvious in the case of geopolitics. Power has, for

example, been concentrated in particular places during colonial eras. How we

conceive of such places is still affected by a colonial perspective.'’ But what Foucault
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is suggesting here 1s that this power and space are connected right across the spectrum
from such a macro scale to the ‘little tactics of the habitat’. We can see at the outset
that it will be necessary to use some flexibility with our definitions'* since Foucault’s
use of the terms °“spaces’ and ‘habitat’ in translation could be argued to be equivalent
to what I have designated a ‘place’ since, in the realm of geopolitics we could say that
a nation is better referred to as a place than as a space. None of us would think of the
country in which we live primarily as a ‘space’ because, as we have noted, the word
space carries with it connotations of infinity and emptiness. It is something to be filled
— and these connotations derive both from our own experience as accrued in the
manner Tuan has suggested and from implicit modes of thinking inherent in our
society. Foucault’s words, then, imply that we should not be surprised if investigation

of the history of the consideration of place reveals hitherto hidden powers at work in

contemporary understanding.

Since ‘place’ and ‘space’ are an essential part of our experience we would expect
them to have been the subject of much contemplation from the earliest times, and this
is indeed the case. The manner in which they are conceived in our Western society
owes a great deal to the influence of Greek thinking and what developed from it. Max
Jammer writes that ‘until the fourteenth century, Aristotle’s and Plato’s conceptions
were the prototypes, with only minor changes, of all theories of space’’” and so it is
with them that I shall begin. In Plato’s account of creation by the Demiurge in his
epic Timaeus space 18 pre-existent'® and the task of the Demiurge is to convert this
pre-existent ‘space’ mto defined ‘places’, though Plato does not use these terms in

exactly the manner I have been using them above. He talks of creation as occurring in
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and with a pre-existent body, which he names necessity (ananke) and space (chora).
Space, then, 1s there in the beginning and since space precedes creation, the Demiurge
is far from omnipotent. Plato also uses the term ‘Receptacle’ to describe this space in
which creation takes place. It is a complex thing since it ‘appears to possess different
qualities at different times®'’ so that it is not a void but a passive medium in which the
action of the Demiurge takes place. Though Plato does not always distinguish
between chora and topos (and many others have followed him, as we have noted) he
needs to state the difference when he comes to discuss the ‘primary bodies’ created by
the Demiurge. Creation by the Demiurge consists of the configuration of these
‘primary bodies’ within a previously existing space, which is there as ‘a matrix for
everything,”'® and the Timaeus is thus a story of implacement. This placement is, as
Plato himself says, ‘ever-lasting’. Hence place is of great importance in Plato’s
cosmology - and it 1s possible to see how it can be differentiated from space as I have
defined the latter. At the same time, we should note Oliver O’Donovan’s observation
that there is an interest in the Platonic tradition of theology ‘to speak of the spirit,

19 which began an erosion

whether divine or human, as transcending spatial definition
of an understanding of place as primary in human experience. Plato’s account
remained very influential as a standard text in the West for ‘Plato’s Timaeus was

succeeded by Aristotle’s Physics only in the middle of the twelfth century.”®

In Aristotle’s writing we find ourselves moving to a world where Plato’s interest in
cosmology disappears to give way to the much more down to earth approach of the
Physics where place is conceived of as a container. Aristotle adopts a

characteristically practical as much as a scientific approach to place: he looks at our

13



experience of place as a starting point. In book four of the Physics he writes: "Now
these are regions or kinds of place — up and down and the rest of the six directions.
Nor do such distinctions (up and down and right and left &c.) hold only in relation to
us. To us they are not always the same but change with the direction in which we are
turned: that is why the same thing may be both right and left, up and down, before and
behind ... but in nature each is distinct, taken apart by itself.’*' His empirical
approach led him to construe where something is as a basic metaphysical category
but, as Thomas Torrance notes, his analysis was affected by the way in which he

misunderstood Plato at two important points:

He misconstrued the Platonic separation (chorismos) as a local or spatial separation, and
mistook the Platonic ‘receptacle’ or ‘matrix’ for the original stuff or substrate from which
bodies are derived. This was due to his very different approach, from the empirical
situations where one body is in fact contained by another and is thus ‘in place’. He listed
‘space’ among the categories and so thought out his conception of it within a substance-
accidents scheme of things. As a category, then, space was regarded not only as a
fundamental way in which we conceive of things but an actual way in which things exist,
and so Aristotle associated space with, and sometimes included it in, the category of
quantity. This led him to develop a predominantly volumetric conception of space, which
was reinforced through the attention he devoted to place, or the specific aspect of space
that concerned him in natural science.””

Torrance’s observations are interesting not only because of his comments on the
manner in which the thinking of Plato and Aristotle on place are related, but also
because of his revealing description of place as a ‘specific aspect of space’. We have
already noted a tendency among many thinkers to confuse the two terms and we
should be clear, with W.D. Ross, that ‘the doctrine of place in the Physics 1s not a
doctrine of space. Neither here nor elsewhere does Aristotle say much about space,

chora, and he cannot be said to have a theory about it.’*’
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In devoting attention to place, Aristotle argues that place must be the boundary of the
containing body at the points at which it is in immediate contact with the contained
body. Aristotle uses the analogy of the vessel to pursue this line of thinking: in the
same way as a vessel, say a jug or a cup, holds its contents by surrounding them, so
place surrounds the body or group of bodies located within it.** Aristotle recognises,
however, that a vessel can be transported whereas a place cannot, and in the light of
this he refines his definition to make clear that place is a vessel that cannot be moved
around. Place is thus defined as ‘the innermost motionless boundary of what

25 in other words the innermost unmoved limit of the container which

contains,’
immediately encompasses each body. Place so defined is determined to be a unique
and irreducible part of the matenal universe. Place, as bounded container, has a
dynamic role in enabling a thing to be somewhere for according to this manner of
thinking, without place things would not only fail to be located, they would not even
be things. Thus place has for Anstotle a uniquely important role within the matenal
world so that ‘the potency of place must be a marvellous thing, and takes precedence

of all other things.”*® However, Torrance reminds us that the most influential part of

Aristotle’s thinking about place 1s the 1dea of the container.

Torrance tells us that this notion of the container was ‘the popular and most persistent
notion of space found in Greek thought from the earliest times’ and that ‘it was within
this rather simple but universally held notion of space that the philosophers and
scientists put forward their more reasoned views.’ *’ The influence persists. This
notion of place as a container remains very powerful in fostering the notion that place

is simply an inert environment in which things happen. A consequence of this view 1s
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that if such an environment 1s just an inert container, things might just as well happen
in one as in another. So it does not really matter whether I live in Glasgow or Peking.
What kind of buildings surround me will have no significant effect on me. Other

effects served to compound this persistence, as we shall see. We conclude for the

moment, however that place was important in Greek thought.

1.1.3 The Eclipse of Place

One such factor was the emergence of the notion of space. In the fifth century BC,
about two generations betore Plato, Democritus was arguing, in contrast to Aristotle’s
notion of place as something confining and confined, that there is in fact nothing but
atoms and the void. Atoms were conceived as incredibly dense and literally
indivisible bits of matter and the void as a vast open space. In the Hellenistic period of
Greek philosophy there emerged Neoplatonic thought in which Atomist and
Aristotelian notions of place and space jostled with one another for attention. At the
same time, as we have already noted, there developed in neo-Platonic thought a
philosophical conception of ‘spaceless spirit’ which was to be determinative for the
West’s understanding of the soul. This has bred the conviction ‘that our local
relations, which we necessarily have by virtue of being embodied souls, is to be
transcended and left behind.”*® — that place is ultimately of no import. In the centuries
that followed concentration on the primacy of space gathered momentum. This
complex transition is charted by David Casey in The Fate of Place. A Philosophical
History.”” He shows that if the Atomists were ‘the first to isolate space in the broadest
sense’>’ as something which is unlimited and open ended, an interest in space

gradually gained a hold over place which ‘solicits questions of limit and boundary,
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and of location and surrounding’“. Space, Casey notes, sets these latter questions
aside in favour of ‘a concern with the absolute and the infinite, the immense and the
indefinitely extended. If place bears on what lies in — in a container, dwelling or
vessel — space characteristically moves out, so far as to explode the closely confining
perimeters in which Aristotle attempted to ensconce material things. In this unequal
battle, spacing out triumphs over placing-in.”** Thought about place may have come
first, Einstein observed, because place is a psychologically simpler concept than

space. >> Whatever the reason, Casey is clear that

The change took place in an ever-lengthening shadow of preoccupation with space, regarded as
absolute and more particularly as infinite (and frequently both together)... Thus talk of ‘space’
began in the wake of Aristotle: at first hesitatingly and with a backward glance at Plato (in his
employment of chora to designate a roominess that topos could not sustain); Later, and more
tellingly, in the invention of spatium (and its medieval variant spacium) as a way of
distinguishing the properly spatial from the merely local (locus taking over the delimited and
delimiting role formerly assigned to fopos). It was in exploring the extensiveness of space, its
seemingly undelimitable outspread, its unendingness, that the co-ordinate but distinguishable
notions of spatial absoluteness and infinity began to seem irresistible.>
If we ask what effect this development in thought had upon the everyday lives of
ordinary people at the time the answer must be very little. Most people remained
bound to one place for the entirety of their lives until the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. In those primitive societies which survive in today’s world place remains
very important” and in some working class societies in the Western world where
mobility has not yet caught on, attachment to place is still very strong.”® Place thus
continued to be of primary human importance for centuries to come. What then 1s the
importance of the developments in thought charted above? It is that they set the scene

for the development of modemnism which, in its later phases, has downgraded the

importance of place in people’s experience as well as in patterns of thought. It 1s
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during this period, in other words, that these philosophical developments began to

bite.

Place retained its religious significance right through the medieval period as we shall
see when we come to look at the phenomenon of pilgrimage in chapter four.”’
However, theological thought about God’s omnipotence in medieval times set the
scene for a further eclipse of a recognition of the importance of place, and Arnstotle
reappears at this point in the story. In 1277 — three years after the death of Thomas
Aquinas, who had done much to integrate Aristotelian thought into Western theology
— the Bishop of Paris issued a series of condemnations which sought to suppress
doctrines which limit the power of God, especially the Aristotelian notion of there
only being a finite amount of matter in the universe. The problem was that since
motion presupposes an infinite immovable body such an idea implies that there must
be a point of absolute rest and God’s power is thus limited. The condemnations
therefore asserted against Aristotle that God is able to move the whole universe
through space. In so doing the possibility of infinite space was opened up: a
development which was not seen to compromise God’s omnipotence since God was
conceived being outside time and space and to be Lord of it in terms of his power.
This was a very important point for the relationship between space and place for it
allowed the emergence of the concepts which underlie Newtonian physics, most
notably its commitment to the infinity of the physical universe. Thus place becomes
subordinate to space. Casey tells us: ‘There can be little doubt that one of the most

fateful things condemned by the condemnation was the primacy of place, thereby

making room for the apotheosis of space that occurred in the seventeenth century.””,
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Ironically, though this hugely important occurrence was intended to suppress
Aristotelian philosophy, ‘before very long Aristotelian thought again prevailed, while
the notion of God’s absolute power was used to extricate theology from the
difficulties and contradiction resulting from the acceptance of Aristotle’s definition of
placc—:.""39 As we have seen, Arstotle set the scene for the demise of place by
construing it in terms of container and this has been very influential in theology as
well as philosophy. Thomas Torrance asserts that, ‘from the earliest times Latin
Christianity had assimilated the i1dea of the receptacle into its theology where it
affected deeply the form in which the doctrines of the Church, Sacraments and Orders
were developed.’® I have suggested that Aristotle himself was not much interested in
space, so that his conception of place was what drove understanding of space and
when Aristotelian thought became ascendant in the twelfth century, ‘the receptacle
notion of space was consolidated into the whole structure of medieval theology.’*!
The interplay of theology and philosophy at this juncture was crucial for setting the
seal upon the relegation of place to the boundaries of thought for ‘theology proved to
be a most important factor in the formulation of physical theories of space from the
time of Philo to the Newtonian era and even later.”*? As Casey puts it: ‘If God is
limitless in power, then his presence in the universe at large must also be unlimited.
Divine ubiquity thus entails spatial infinity. It further follows that the physical
universe itself must be unlimited if 1t is to be the setting for God’s ubiquity as well as
the result of his creation.’* Similarly, the Australian theologian Geoffrey Lilburne
observes that emerging as it did from a Christian theology which was universalist in

its aims, the new science was determined to be the same: ‘Newton conceives of one

vast, uniform space, in which laws of motion are consistent ... For Newton, God is
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the infinite receptacle, so that space and time have an absolute status as attributes of

God independent of material bodies.”** So it was that ‘the notion of absolute space

+45

and Newton’s concept of absolute space became ‘a

triumphed on all fronts
fundamental prerequisite of physical investigation.’* In an age of enormous change
and development in thought the discoveries of Galileo, alongside those of Newton,

had a very strong impact in conspiring to make place of no importance. In the words

of Michel Foucault:

The real scandal of Galileo’s work lay not so much in his discovery , or rediscovery, that the
earth revolved around the sun, but in his constitution of an infinite and infinitely open space. In
such a space the place of the Middle Ages turned out to be dissolved, as it were; a thing’s place
was no longer anything but a point in its movement, just as the stability of a thing was only its
movement infinitely slowed down. In other words, starting with Galileo and the seventeenth
century, extension was substituted for localisation,*’

For Galileo as for Newton, then, places are just portions of absolute space. As Casey
suggests, ¢ in this early modern paradigm shift, there was little space for place as a
valid concept in its own right. As a result, place was disempowered.’*® One can see an
important effect of these developments on place in the emergence of maps. In the
medieval worldview a whole sacred geography held sway: people were not only
attached to the places in which they lived but were conditioned to view the world as
criss-crossed with holy places to which they made journey, pilgrimage. This
disappeared when what Michel de Certeau terms ‘itineraries” were replaced by ‘maps’
in the new configuration of modemity. ‘If one takes the ‘map’ in its current form, we
can see that in the course of the period marked by the birth of modern scienttfic
discourse (i.e. the fifteenth to the seventeenth century) the map has slowly disengaged
itself from the itineraries that were the condition of its possibility.’® William

Cavanaugh summarises de Certeau’s insights on the transformation thus:
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Pre-modern representations of space marked out itineraries which told ‘spatial stories’, for
example, the 1illustration of the route of a pilgrimage which gave instructions on where to pray,
where to spend the night , and so on. Rather than surveying them as a whole, the pilgrim moves
through particular spaces, tracing a narrative through space and time by his or her movements
and practices. ... By contrast, modernity gave rise to the mapping of space on a grid, a ‘formal
ensemble of abstract places’ from which the itinerant was erased. A map is defined as ‘a
totalizing stage on which elements of diverse origin are brought together to form a tableau of a
‘state’ of geographical knowledge’. Space itself is rationalised as homogeneous and divided
into identical units. Each item on the map occupies its proper place, such that things are set
beside one another, and no two things can occupy the same space. The point of view of the
map user is detached and universal, allowing the entire space to be seen simultaneously.>®

Brian Jarvis has noted that ‘some critics in the burgeoning field of feminist geography
have argued that cartography is inherently authoritarian, tainted by its association with
a prohibitive Enlightenment metaphysic that ensures this abolition of difference,
automatic complicity with authority and the imposition of standardised patterns of
order.”! Jarvis tells us that he finds this ‘an entirely appropriate criticism of the
dominant cartographic order.’** Within this criticism we can see another indication of

the way in which this particular homogenisation of space is associated with power.

Throughout the period we have been considering most people, as we have observed,
remained attached to place. However, one might conjecture that it was the very fact
that people were bound to particular places which fuelled the very preoccupation with
space which I have been cataloguing. Casey suggests that Western thinkers were
drawn to meditate upon the vastness of space because, in invidious contrast, place
presents itself in what he refers to as stubborn and rebarbative, particularity:
‘Regarding the particular place that one 1s in one cannot speculate, much less levitate

or miraculate, freely; one has to cope with the exacting demands of being just there,

with all its finite historicity and special qualities.’”
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Place can, we should note, be frustrating and ‘rebarbative’ and when this frustration
strikes it is likely that the ‘freedom’ represented by a consideration of space will hold
a particular attraction. Relph notes that ‘any commitment must also involve an
acceptance of the restrictions that place imposes and the miseries it may offer.”>* In an
age of enforced commitment it is not difficult to see why such restrictions led to a
desire to escape in the mind if not the body. It was a complex mixture of all these

factors that led to a burgeoning interest in space and an eclipsing of concern for place.

Yet another factor emerged to consolidate this demise of place, though: time. This
again, was a gradual process. Max Jammer asserts that, ‘it was only late in the
Middle Ages that the role of time as the fundamental viable parameter in physical
processes was clearly understood’> and points out that by the twentieth century a
profound change had taken place, as 1s evidenced by Camap’s assertion in 1925 that
the properties of space are dependent on those of time.”® What caused this shift?
Jammer tells us that ‘since Leibnmiz’s profound analysis of the concepts of space and
time the notion of time has often been held to precede the notion of space in the
construction of a philosophical system.”’ Casey points out how Kant argued in his
Critique of Pure Reason that objective succession of time is the schematic expression
of causality in the physical world order and suggests that ‘by the moment when Kant
could assert this, time had won primacy over space. We have been living off this
legacy ever since, not only in philosophy and physics but in our daily lives as well.”®
Practical as well as philosophical considerations also played their part, however: the

sociologist Anthony Giddens argues that history and time began to be asserted over

geography and space when the mechanical clock began to become widely available at
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the end of the eighteenth century since it led to the specific ordering of time as a
universal phenomenon.> Making a similar point, Casey recounts the fascinating story
of the invention of the marine chronometer®® which solved the problem of the

determination of longitude but meant that the ‘where’ became determined by the

‘when’.

The invention solved a pressing problem. In 1707 a fleet of British ships became lost
in heavy fog for eleven days on their return to England from Gibraltar. On the twelfth
day they ran into the Scilly Isles with the loss of four ships and two thousand men, the
navigators having thought that they were safely to the west of Brittany. As a response
to this disaster the Government of the day passed a bill offering a reward of twenty
thousand pounds — a very considerable sum - to ‘such person or persons as shall
discover the Longitude.” The reward was offered in 1714 but it was not until 1761 that
John Harrison was given the coveted prize by the Board of Longitude for his ‘No 5
Chronometer’. Casey asserts that concealed within Harrison’s triumph was ‘a form of
domination such as the Western world had never known: the subordination of space to

time, or ‘temprocentrism’ as we may call it:*°"

The gist of the development that I am suggesting occurred is that the subordination of
place to space culminated in the seventeenth century and that the overcoming of space
by time continued during the next two-and-a-half centuries. The result is that time
came to be conceived in such a way that everything else is made subservient to it,
beginning with place and ending with space. At the end of this process, Hans
62

Reichenbach was able to claim 1n 1958 that ‘Time is ... logically prior to space.’

Casey refers to this change as ‘the long arm of modernism’ and declares that this arm
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is ‘none other than the arm of linearised time — the time of ‘progress’ and of infinite
succession — compared with which space and place cannot be anything but derivative
and secondary.’® The situation has been complicated by the dual paradigms of
modemn physics, Quantum Theory and relativity, which have yet to be reconciled.”
The former reasserts the importance of the particular but the implications of it have, to
date, barely entered the discourse of non-physicists. Thus we remain in a period
where time receives much attention. This 1s not a happy situation since ‘when events
are ordered on a time line — just as Descartes, Leibnitz and Kant all proposed (and as
Galilean and Newtonian physics seemed to affirm) we should not expect anything
other than the running down or out of these events, their literal ex-haustion. Qur lives
also run out and down if we conceive them on this kenotic model of self-emptying
time.’® This observation correlates with my own experience of primitive societies in
Africa and traditional working-class communities in England which leads me to

believe that their attitudes to time are much more relaxed than those parts of the world

where everyone is rushing ‘against’ 1t.

Is this analysis correct? It is certainly true to say that in the period of modemism
‘place’ has not been singled out for scrutiny in academic discourse but Clifford
Geertz, acknowledging this fact in his own discipline, anthropology, offers more

straightforward reasons for the omission:

One is surely the simple ubiquity of place and the sense of place in human life. It is difficult to
see what is always there. Whoever discovered water, it was not a fish. Also, the diffuseness of
the term in ordinary language makes it hard to fix in the mind. The six three-column pages its
definition takes up in the Oxford English Dictionary ... is evidence enough that it is not a clear
and distinct idea. But the invisibility of place has mainly to do with the fact that it is so difficult
to free from subjectiveness and occasions, immediate perceptions and instant cases. Like love
or imagination, Place makes a poor abstraction. Separated from it materialisations, it has little

meaning.*®
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Against Geertz, we have asserted that place receives so little attention because
Western academia has become obsessed with space and then time. It was certainly
considered worthy of consideration in premodern society, as we have noted, and
contemporary studies from primitive societies in Geertz’s own discipline have
indicated that place does not necessarily have to be such an elusive quality even now,
as we shall see. Geertz’s comment that place, like love or imagination, makes a poor
abstraction 1is telling, since the development of science is one which is primarily
interested in phenomena which can be abstracted. Things which cannot be abstracted

lost their appeal during the period of modernity and its search for ‘universals’.

Geertz goes on to observe that, ‘No one lines up people and asks them to define
‘place’ and list three examples of 1t. No one really has a theory of it. No one imagines
that it is some sort of data set to be sampled, ordered, tabulated, and manipulated.’®’ I
would suggest that 1t 1s the tyranny of the scientific method that has been so
conspicuously successful in many areas that it has led modern thinkers to believe that
the only academically respectable manner of proceeding with data is to ‘sample,
order, tabulate and manipulate’. But should we approach all phenomena in the same
way? Should we not, too, attend to the insights of those who believe scientific
‘objectivity’ to be a chimera? One such is Michael Polanyi who developed ‘an
interpretation of what is involved in knowing and understanding that questions all
attempts to make the scientific method a privileged way of knowing, utterly different
from and more reliable than other human ways of understanding.’®® I would suggest
that Geertz's analysis is naive and that the one which I have summarised is more

convincing. Further support for our alternative account can be found in David Harvey,
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for example, who speaks of the privileging of time over space in late modernism as
‘one of the more startling schisms in our intellectual heritage.’ ®’ Social theories, he
tells us, typically privilege time over space in their formulations: ‘They broadly
assume either the existence of some pre-existing spatial order within which temporal
processes operate, or that spatial barriers have been so reduced as to render space a

contingent rather than fundamental aspect of human action.’”

Harvey points out that though space and time are basic categories of human existence
we rarely debate their meanings: we tend to take them for granted and give them
‘common-sense or self-evident attributions’. Harvey observes that it is a tribute to the
compartmentalisations in Western thought that this disjunction has for so long passed
largely unremarked. He feels that, on the surface, the difference is not too hard to
understand since social theory has always focused on processes of social change,
modernisation, and revolution (technical, social, and political). Pointing out that
writings on modemisation emphasise temporality rather than spatiality he suggests
that from the perspective of modernism ‘progress entails the conquest of space, the
tearing down of all spatial barriers, and the ultimate annihilation of space through
time. The reduction of space to a contingent category is implied in the notion of
progress itself.”’' Harvey’s words imply how the eclipsing of place first by space and
then by time in Western thought has been translated into actual experience. Edwards
and Usher refer to the fact that what would in the past have taken months to move
around the globe now takes seconds and that ‘in the process space and time
72

increasingly are compressed, giving rise to and stemming from global processes.’

This ‘annihilation of space through time’ fuelled a preoccupation with time in which

26



place is forced ‘to inhabit the underworld of the modern cultural and philosophical

'3 Michel Foucault, a seasoned investigator of hidden tyrannies of

unconscious.
thought, writes that a critique could be carnied out of ‘this devaluation of space that
has prevailed for generations. Space was treated as the dead, the fixed, the
undialectical, the immobile. Time on the other hand was richness, fecundity, life,
dialectic. "* It is ironic that it was Foucault, who is well known for his insightful
historical analyses and thus associated primarily with time, who should note the
importance of space and place. The trony melts, however, when one realises that, like
any other phenomenon, one can only really understand contemporary approach to

place by tracking its history. That we have done and our conclusions correlate with

those of Casey who summarises what has happened as follows:

In the past three centuries in the West — the period of ‘modernity’ — place has come to be not
only neglected but actively suppressed. Owing to the triumph of the natural and social sciences
in this same period, any serious talk of place has been regarded as regressive or trivial. A
discourse has emerged whose exclusive cosmological foci are Time and Space. When the two
were combined by twentieth century physicists into the amalgam ‘space-time’ the overlooking
of place was only continued by another means. For an entire epoch, place has been regarded as
an impoverished second cousin of Time and Space, those two colossal cosmic partners

. . 75
towering over modernity.

Foucault associates the prevailing view with the discourses of power. Relationships of
power are complicated but 1t 1s certainly those with control of wealth and power in the
last generation, more than any other, who have seen the ‘annihilation of space through
time’. This development is, of course, one of the great achievements of modermity. It
is in the last fifty years that the possibility of travel has been greater than ever before,
both in terms of the ease of travel 1n a ‘global village’ and in terms of the number of
people who are able to indulge in such travel, for pleasure as well as business. But it
is a mixed blessing. I know from my own experience how comforting it can be to
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travel, how tempting it 1s to believe that by travelling one will actually be achieving
something — if only by ‘widening one’s horizons’ - whereas in fact travel can simply
be an escape, literally an escape, from facing the sorts of irritations which Casey
refers to as the ‘rebarbative particularity’ of remaining in one place. I shall later argue

that the avoidance of such ‘rebarbative particularity’ is necessarily dehumanising,

Twenty years ago the annihilation of space through time was being experienced as
described above and more spectacularly in ‘the conquest of space’. A glance at the
entry for ‘space’ in recent editions of Encyclopaedia Britannica shows this: the
‘space race’ is catalogued in great detall — presumably in the belief that this is all
people will want to know about — and nothing else is mentioned. Time was, of
course, all important in this latter venture, since 1f space is to be ‘conquered’ then the
speed at which travel occurs has to be ever faster. However, things have taken an
unexpected and dramatic turn 1n the advent of electronic media. Space and time can
now be annihilated without even moving. Anthony Giddens argues that localised
activities dominated the shaping of space into place by pre-modemn societies but that
the situation has changed dramatically: ‘The advent of modernity increasingly tears
space away from place by fostering relations between ‘absent’ others, locationally
distant from any given situation of face-to-face interaction. In conditions of
modernity, place becomes increasingly phantasmagoric: that is to say, locales are

thoroughly penetrated by and shaped in terms of social influence quite distant to

them.*’®

Those of us with sufficient wealth and power are now able to be in contact with others

anywhere on the globe instantaneously. There are new and potent forces at work here
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and the consequences, as Giddens indicates, are profound. In a good account of the
effects of electronic communications up until 1985 Joshua Meyrowitz points out what
an enormous effect electronic media, especially television, on Americans’ sense of
place. ‘Electronic media have combined previously distinct social settings, moving
the dividing line between private and public behaviour towards the private, and
weakened the relationship between social situations and physical places.’’’ This is not
only true of Americans, of course, and the effects Meyrowitz is describing have been
multiplied several-fold since 1985. Electronic media have, in the recent past, resulted
in coinage of the phrase ‘virtual space’. The development of highly sophisticated
games in which people can take on imaginary identities and engage in interactive
encounters and contests on line mean that the notion of ‘placement’ has become all
the more precarious. Questions of ‘where’ something is on the Internet, and to whom
it belongs, are beginning to engage lawyers at an increasing pace and, together with
moral questions surrounding the advance of cloning and other genetic techniques, are
likely to become a great preoccupation. Cloning represents yet another move away
from the particular. There 1s opening up the possibility of moving from a world in
which the particularity of places has been eroded by the invasion of ‘Macdonalds’ and
other familiar icons of the homogenisation of places to an even more disturbing one in

which one might find identical cloned human beings anywhere in the world.

The above influences mean that ‘each geographical ‘place’ in the world is being
realigned in relation to the new global realities, their roles within the wider whole are
being reassigned, their boundaries dissolved as they are increasingly crossed by

everything from investment flows, to cultural influences, to satellite TV networks.””®
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This dramatic change 1s one to which attention was drawn by Martin Heidegger long

before the situation became as acute as it is today:

All distances in time and space are shrinking. Man now reaches overnight, by plane, places
which formerly took weeks and months of travel. He now receives instant information, by
radio, of events which he formerly learned about only years later, if at all ... Man puts the
longest distances behind him in the shortest time. He puts the greatest distances behind himself
and this puts everything before him in the shortest range. Yet the frantic abolition of all
distances brings no nearness; for nearness does not consist in shortness of distance. What is
least remote from us in point of distance, by virtue of its picture on film or its sound on radio,
can remain far from us. What 1s incalculably far from us in point of distance can be near to us
...What is happening here when, as a result of the abolition of great distances, everything is
equally far and equally near? What 1s this uniformity in which everything is neither far nor
near — 1s, as it were, without distance? Everything gets lumped together into uniform
distancelessness. How? Is not this merging of everything into the distanceless more unearthly
than everything bursting apart? ...What is it that unsettles and thus terrifies? It shows itself and
hides itself in the way in which everything presences, namely, in the fact that despite all
conquest of distances the nearness of things remains absent.”

Heidegger summarises the effects of the demise of place which I have been tracing
upon humanity and corroborates the proposition that the prevailing intellectual
discourse at which we have been looking has worked itself out with immense and

‘terrifying’ effect upon human experience in the twentieth century.

1.2 Protests at this Prevailing Discourse

1.2.1 A Phenomenological Approach to Place in Philosophy, Geography and

Psychology

Heidegger declares that the manner in which time and distance are shrinking
‘unsettles and terrifies’. It is, no doubt, such dis-ease that has brought place back on to
the agenda in some circles. There has, in fact, been a rising tide of protest against the
hegemony of time and space which so suits the Western world-view and its drive

towards globalisation in the name of greater prosperity for all. This is because such
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protesters feel the negative as well as the positive effects of this state of affairs on
themselves and others.®® Whilst the wealthy experience the practical if mixed
blessings of the annihilation of space through time, the poor in our world experience a

loss of place in more malign forms, through the experience of being a refugee or a

migrant worker.

Such protests almost invariably begin, like Heidegger, with phenomenology.
Phenomenology means, ‘the study of forms in which something appears or manifests
itself, in contrast to studies that seek to explain things, say, from their causal relations,
or from evolutionary processes, etc.’®" It is sometimes characterised as ‘descriptive’
but Magda King points out that Heidegger considered this to be tautologous, since the
concept of phenomenology, properly understood, already implies descriptic:m..82 I
indicated at the beginning of this chapter that our conception of place will be affected
both by our own experience and by traditions of thought and practice in our society.
Phenomenologists concentrate upon the latter and question the assumptions of
prevailing norms which seem not to correlate with their experience or make sense in

the light of it. Casey, to whose analysis of the demise of place I have made reference

above, begins from a phenomenological standpoint. He opens his book, The Fate of

Place, as follows:

Whatever is true for space and time, this much 1s true for place. We are immersed 1n it and
could not do without it. To be at all — to exist in any way - is to be somewhere, and to be
somewhere is to be in some kind of place. Place is as requisite as the air we breathe, the ground
on which we stand, the bodies we have. We are surrounded by places We walk over them and
through them. We live in places, relate to others in them, die in them. Nothing we do is
unplaccd How could it be otherwise? How could we fail to recognise this primal fact?"
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The answer he gives, as we have seen, is that we do not realise this primal fact
because of the predominant discourse in which we are immersed. One of the many
things that philosophy has taught us, thanks to the important work of people like
Foucault, is that there are certain narratives, discourses, which shape our perceptions.
One of these, I have been suggesting, 1s a forceful one in Western culture which
devalues place. I have proposed that just how embedded this is in our thinking is
shown by the way 1n which place has not been considered a topic worthy of
consideration in philosophy. People like Casey are enabling us to see that modernism
has had inherent in it from the beginning a universalism which is ‘most starkly
evident in the search for 1deas, usually labelled ‘essences’, that obtain everywhere and
for which a particular somewhere, a given place, is presumably irrelevant.’®* This
approach translates into a globalisation which, like the modemity from which it
springs, brings benefits but huge concomitant costs. One of them is the disappearance

of a recognition of the importance of place not just from the world of ideas but from

the world which people inhabit.

Casey himself acknowledges that it is not only the Western philosophical tradition
that has had an effect upon people’s experience of place or lack or it. He suggests that
during the last century, at the same time as the West has experienced the
‘displacement’ of electronic technology which seems to render one’s locality
irrelevant, there have been other momentous happenings making themselves felt on
other sections of the human population, each of which could be argued to encourage a

devaluation of place. These include
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the cataclysmic effects of two world wars, which have acted to undermine any secure sense of
place (in fact, to destroy it altogether in the case of a radical anti-place like Auchwitz); the
forced migrations of entire peoples, along with the continual drifting on the part of many
individuals, suggesting that the world 1s nothing but a scene of endless displacement. ... Each
of these phenomena is truly ‘cosmic,’ that is, literally worldwide, and each exhibits a
dromocentrism that amounts to temporocentrism writ large: not just time but speeded up time
(dromos connotes ‘running,’ ‘race,’ ‘racecourse’) is of the essence of the era. It is as if the
acceleration discovered by Galileo to be inherent in falling bodies has come to pervade the
earth (conceived as a single scene of communication), rendering the planet a global village not
in a positive sense but as a placeless place indeed.”

It is, then, not just those in the prosperous West who feel dislocation. Others do, too,
but more painfully. Elie Wiesel characterised the twentieth century as the ‘age of the
expatriate, the refugee, the stateless — and the wanderer.’® It is however, those in the

prosperous West who have the time and opportunity to articulate such problems.

It was a phenomenological approach that enabled cultural geographers to look again
at the importance of place. This 1s clear from their own analysis of what drives them.
Take Yi-Fu Tuan, for instance: ‘Most of us must have first felt the romance of our
subject through some real encounter with the colour, odour — the mood — of a place.’
%7 He suggests that to deny this would not only be to deny experience but also ‘to hide
our literary shortcomings under a treacherous figure of speech — ‘in the mind’ — and
imply without justification the achievement of objectivity.*® Tuan is here appealing to
experience and asking his fellow geographers not to overlook the importance of place
by discounting personal biography in their academic work, the tendency to do so
being a feature of the Western intellectual tradition. It is no accident that it is women,
generally much less reluctant to engage with the interface between their own
experience and their academic studies than men, who have forced the issue. So, Ann

Buttimer acknowledges the influence that early experience of place has had on her:

33



I’m sure that many of the attitudes I bring to my geography ...derive from my childhood
experiences of life in Ireland. It 1s difficult for me to find words to describe what the
experience of living in Ireland still means for me. It is a total experience of milieu which is
evoked: I recall the feel of the grass on bare feet, the smells and sounds of various seasons, the
places and times I meet friends on walks, the daily ebb and flow of milking time, meals,
reading and thinking, sleeping and waking. Most of this experience is not consciously
processed through my head — which is why words are so hard to find ~ for this place allows
head and heart, body and spirit, imagination and will to become harmonious and creative.”

It is important for us to realise that these views were extremely counter-cultural in the
world of geography at the time they were articulated. A small band of cultural
geographers fought for an acceptance of the overwhelming importance of place 1n

human experience and so in geography. In 1976 Edward Relph wrote of the ‘almost

?% and in going on to do so

total failure of geographers to explore the concept of place’
employed a phenomenological approach which supposes that ‘the foundations of
geographical knowledge lie 1n the direct experiences and consciousness of the world
we live in.’ 7' Similarly, R.J. Johnston felt it necessary to declare to his fellow
geographers that ‘place 1s central to geography.’” He accuses geographers of having
undertaken no profound analysis of two of their central concepts, region and place,
and argues for putting ‘place’ at the centre of human geography which, he tells us
‘lacks a core’.”’’Johnston moves on to attempt an analysis of place from a
geographer’s perspective. He believes that place is important since, ‘Places differ not
simply because their physical environments differ but also because, for a variety of
reasons, people have responded differently to the opportunities and restraints that
those environments offer.” ** It is not only the physical environment that matters or
only the people who inhabit that environment, the true picture needs to take account

of the complex interplay that takes place between the two. He goes on: ‘The nature of

their responses is important, because they provide the cultural resources within which
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societies ‘develop’ ... In appreciating the contemporary cultural mosaic, therefore, we
must appreciate its foundations in the accommodations between communities and
their environments in the creation of social structures as ‘machines for living".’95
Similarly, Stoddart is clear that the human and the physical cannot be separated:
‘There is no such thing as a physical geography of Bangladesh divorced from its
human geography, and even more so the other way round. A human geography
divorced from the physical environment would be simply meaningless nonsense.’”®
Relph suggests that ‘those aspects of the lived-world that we distinguish as places are
differentiated because they involve a concentration of our intentions, our attitudes,
purposes and experience ... Places are thus basic elements in the ordering of our

experiences of the world.””” This humanistic approach is evident in the more recent

inheritance it has produced in the writings of, for example, Nicholas Entriken’® and

John Jackson.”

Tuan uses the word topophilia as the title for one of his books, a neologism ‘which
can be defined broadly to include all of the human being’s affective ties with the
material environment.’'”’ He attempts a study of environmental perception, attitudes
and experience and values which, he tells us, are enormously complex.'” In a later
volume he bemoans the fact that ‘a large body of experiential data is consigned to
oblivion because we cannot fit the data to concepts that are taken over uncritically
from the physical sciences. Our understanding of human reality suffers as a result.” "~
He insists that appreciation of place develops very early and means that ‘feelings and

ideas concerning place are extremely complex in adult human beings. They grow out

of life’s unique and shared experiences. Every person starts, however, as an infant.
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From the infant’s tiny and confused world there appears in time the adult’s world
view, subliminally also confused, but sustained by structures of experience and

conceptual knowledge.”'” The philosopher Susan Langer reinforces this point:

One of my earliest recollections is that chairs and tables always kept the same look, in a way
that people did not and that I was awed by the sameness of that appearance. They symbolised
such and such a mood ... to project feelings into outer objects is the first way of symbolising
and thus of conceiving those feelings. This activity belongs to about the earliest period of
childhood that memory can recover. The concept of ‘self’, which is usually thought to mark the
beginning of actual memory, may possibly depend on this process of symbolically epitomising

our feelings.'™

Tuan reminds us that the work of Piaget and his followers have repeatedly made clear
that ‘sensorimotor experience precedes conceptual grasp, sometimes by several years.

In the course of day-to-day activities a child displays spatial skills that are far beyond

his intellectual cc-mprehension,"105

Sadly, as R.J.Hart notes, though there has been much work in developmental

'% and others on what they call the object

psychology on relation to objects by Piaget
concept, little mention 1s made of the physical environment as an important factor in a
child’s developing concept of self by orthodox psychoanalytic theorists. Interestingly,
Hart notes that there 1s even less discussion of adult conceptions of self and
environment in the literature'®’ and points out that at the time he was writing, there
had been virtually no investigation of what has been termed ‘existential space’ or
‘lived space’, defined as the space of human intentionality.'” This is in spite of the
fact that as Shields points out, ‘it is impossible to talk about the self except in
relational terms such as ‘here’ and ‘there’, or ‘inside’ and ‘beside’, even when that

self is, our culture assures us, whole and sufficient.’'” Hart himself conducted some

important research into children’s lived experience of place which makes clear how
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important place differentiation 1s in the experience of children and what a huge part it

plays in their development''.

The huge but little investigated importance of place in our early years results in it
being internalised. Such internalisation was studied by the French thinker Gaston
Bachelard, who proposes what he calls topoanalysis to study the psychological
importance of place.''' Bachelard argues that the significance of locality is as
important in the mind as it 1s 1n the outside world so that place can be non-physical
and yet fully count as place. He insists that the psyche or the soul is the spatial
receptacle for images, above all poetic images. Poetic images must exist somewhere
and Bachelard tells us that the place in which they exist is psychical in nature. He
works out his theme using the image of the house. Our childhood home, he suggests,

112 and therefore becomes ‘the topography of our intimate

is our ‘first universe
being.” In psychic spatiality place 1s everything: ‘for a knowledge of intimacy,
localisation in the spaces of our intimacy is more important than dates.”'"’ In other
words, as we think of all the images contained within our mind, the date or time at
which we came into contact with them is only one way of organising them, and not
one which we would normally use, for the chronology of things gives only ‘a sort of
external history, for external use, to be communicated to others.”''* Bachelard is
suggesting that in order to understand oneself, what he calls ‘topoanalysis’, the
exploration of self-identity through place, might be more useful than psychoanalysis —
though on this account the two are virtually identical. Foucault applauds the work of

Bachelard as monumental and wntes that it and the descriptions of other

phenomenologists ‘have taught us that we do not live in a homogeneous and empty
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space, but on the contrary 1n a space thoroughly imbued with quantities and perhaps
thoroughly fantasmic as well.’'"> Like Bachelard, Paul Tournier emphasises the
importance of the child’s surroundings in its first home in the development of human
identity. Tournier suggests that psychological dysfunction cannot be considered apart

from the physical context in which it 1s experienced and that deprivation of love and

deprivation of place overlap.''®

Such insights represent a nsing protest against the dehumanising effects of the
ignoring of place in Western society. The complaint is encapsulated in the analysis of
Buttimer that since the Second World War the importance of place has been ignored
in practice as much as 1n theory for the sake of economic values such as mobility,
centralisation or rationalisation. She writes, ‘The skyscrapers, airports, freeways and
other stereotypical components of modern landscapes - are they not the sacred
symbols of a civilisation that has deified reach and derided home?’'"” Similarly,
Benko refers to the fact that many locations have become ‘non-places,” spaces
‘devoid of the symbolic expressions of identity, relations and history: examples

include airports, motorways, anonymous hotel rooms, public transport.’''® Relph sees

119 which is

this development as derived from ‘an inauthentic attitude to places
transmitted through a number of processes or media which directly or indirectly
encourage ‘placelessness,’ that 1s, ‘a weakening of the identity of places to the point
where they not only look alike but feel alike and offer the same bland possibilities for
experience. These media include mass communications, mass culture, big business,

powerful central authority, and the economic system which embraces all of these.’'?’
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It would not be true to say that protests against the predominant view of space and
place have never been seen before. In the same piece by Buttimer from which the
above quotation is taken, she contends that the record of interest in place synchronises
fairly well with periods of relatively abrupt change either within the social or physical
environment or in the world of 1deas. Late eighteenth-century and early nineteenth-
century Romantic literature on place, for instance, corresponds roughly with a
reaction against a Newtonian world view by those who thought it ‘scandalous to
impose a ‘scientific’ grid on Nature — to reduce beauty, melody, and fragrance to the
sterile metric of mathematics or physics.’ 121 Buttimer records that “when industrialism
and transport systems began to rupture the old harmonies of peasant landscapes, again
protest was voiced in the language of place. Urbanisation brought its own wave of
rebellion against abrupt change: the old mosaic of artisan districts, open markets, and
bourgeois villas became distorted and dismantled as within the city itself former
cultural and economic equilibria gave way to the new.’'** I would suggest that the
protests are more common now both because the situation is more acute and because

the assumptions of modemism are now being discemed and questioned more

thoroughly than before.

Most of the geographers to whom I have made reference above are dependent, to
greater or lesser extent, upon the work of Heidegger in helping them to make sense of
their observations. For example, David Harvey observes the way in which what he
refers to as Heidegger’s ‘ontological excavations’ have inspired a particular approach
to social processes. Edward Relph owes much to Heidegger '** and David Seamon

applauds the latter.'?* For Heidegger, the human person is a dasein, literally a ‘being
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there’ - so that placedness is of the essence. It ‘places’ human beings ‘in such a way
that it reveals the external bonds of their existence and at the same time the depths of
their freedom and reality.”'*> Heidegger’s thought reacts against what he sees as the
sadness that ‘science’s knowledge, which is compelling within its own sphere, the
sphere of objects, already had annihilated things as things long before the atom bomb
exploded.’'*® This is because ‘the modem attitude toward things has the character of
seizing. Things are comprehended by attacking them and capturing them in concepts
which express them as objects faced by a subject. Thing or being is no longer a
sojourning being, but representative being i.e. a being as set forward in front of a
subject and fitted to his sight.”'*” Thus Seamon is attracted to the integration which
Heidegger seems to offer since ‘throughout Heidegger’s characterisation of person-in-
world is a sense of immersion and inextricable togethemess rooted in time and space.
Man is not a subject apart from the world as he 1s in most traditional philosophies, but
an integral, immersed member.’!*® Heidegger believed that the true understanding of
‘things’ arises when we let things be and allow them to speak through us. This will
lead to what Heidegger called ‘disclosure’, which is the revelation of a thing as it 1s 1n

itself. His later work concentrates upon the implications of this for ‘dwelling’:

A style of disclosure practised in daily life leads to the Heideggerian notion that perhaps has
the most direct practical value for students of environment and place, namely, dwelling.
Dwelling is the final conceptualisation of the key aim of Heidegger’s work: to resurrect an
ontological scheme that relocates person-in-world. Over his life, Heidegger phrases this task
differently, and these differences can be spoken of as ‘stages’, though each stage is not
chronologically exclusive but interpenetrates others... The third stage explores person-in-world
more in terms of daily living, and its key is dwelling.'*’

In his essay Building, Dwelling, Thinking, Heidegger asks, ‘What, then, does Bauen,

‘building’ mean? The Old English and High German word for building, bauen, means
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to dwell. This signifies: to remain, to stay in place. The real meaning of the word
bauen, namely, to dwell, has been lost to us.”? He goes on to point out that a covert
trace of it has been retained in the word neighbour which implies ‘to cherish, and

'l and suggests that a proper understanding of

protect, to preserve and care for
building would relate to its etymological roots, to dwelling, and that this dwelling
would involve a sense of continuity, community and at-homeness. "> David Seamon
tells us that Heidegger believed that it is a ‘lack of dwelling ...that is another primary
source of the pessimism and troubledness of our present times and also explains the

sorry state of so much modemn architecture.’ 133

With this in mind, we can go on to observe that some work stemming from protests

13 |

* and Seamon,"> whom I

against the loss of place, including that of Mugeraurer
quoted above, has been directed towards critical analyses for application in urban
planning, environmental design, and architecture. The importance of buildings to
transform undifferentiated space into marked and delimited place and the power of
architecture is being increasingly recognised. 136 Some architects have joined the fray.
Richard Rogers points out that though the cities of Europe have traditionally, by their
design, shown the importance of place to the functioning of such cities, nowadays
most people associate cities with congestion, crime, pollution and fear.”’ In all

probability, a negative connection will be made in most people’s minds between city

and quality of living. Rogers’ diagnosis of the demise of cities is expressed as

follows:

The essential problem is that cities have been viewed in instrumental or consumerist terms.
Those responsible for them have tended to see it as their role to design cities to meet private
material needs, rather than foster public life. The result is that cities have been polarised into
communities of rich and poor and segregated into ghettos of single minded activity — the
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business park, the Housing Estate, the residential suburb — or worse still, into giant single
function buildings like Shopping Centres with their own private streets (which lead nowhere)
built in...We are witnessing the destruction of the very idea of the city."®

The British government recognised the problem in the setting up of an Urban Task
Force chaired by Lord Rogers 1n 1999, which resulted in the publication of a White
Paper in 2000 which proposes a number of measures designed to promote urban
living including an ‘English Cities Fund, which in partnership with private enterprise,
will tackle the impact of cars, grime and graffiti.’'”” The problem is that places are
turning from ‘places’ into dehumanising ‘spaces’. This is more than anywhere else
true in North America where the ‘downtown’ areas of most cities have become no-go
areas of deprivation, squalor and crime and in the suburbs ‘gated housing’ estates
abound. One of the seldom articulated effects of the tyranny of the market model is
the consumerisation of space to which Rogers refers and the proliferation of what
Rogers calls ‘single minded space’ as opposed to ‘open minded space’. The market
model is a key player in the demise of place in the recent past, as we shall see. ‘Open
minded spaces’ are places which can foster the shared, public life and thereby the
community. One should add that the socialist model has not done better than the

market model: travelling around Eastern Europe and seeing the devastation of once

beautiful cities is a salutary experience.

Rapoport observes that environments are thought before they are built.'*’ This insight
may give weight to the proposition that, encouraged and enabled by a long
philosophical tradition, the political orthodoxies of our recent past have contributed to
the downgrading of ‘human’ place and this has had severe ramifications in

architecture. Once built, the buildings reinforce the prevailing norms. As Winston
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Churchill put it, ‘first we shape our buildings and then our buildings shape us.” We

1 and there is no doubt

‘breathe in’ our surroundings as much as we observe them,’
that the modern city 1s full of barriers, both material and intangible, which conceal or
deny that segregated people with different social identities, defined by class or by
cthnic characteristics, dwell in the same town. E.V. Walker suggests that what has
been happening is a ‘topomorphic revolution’ which he describes as radical shift of
topistic structure, a fundamental change in the form of dwelling together. Such
revolutions conceal, interrupt, or break the old forms, causing new structures by

patterns of exclusion, enclosure, and dissociation.'** In other words, ‘places’ are

turned into ‘spaces’ since the manner in which they enrich people’s humanity is lost.

A phenomenological approach among scholars in the disciplines at which we have

been looking has thus served to raise serious questions about how dehumanising the

loss of place has been in Western society.

1.2.2 Place in Political and Social Theory

Rogers’ contention that cities have been viewed in instrumental or consumerist terms
moves us to the political dimensions of the protest I have been describing. Brian

Jarvis tells us that it is gradually being recognised in postmodern times that:

Space/place/landscape is always represented in relation to codes that are embedded in social
power structures. The three most sigmificant power structures in contemporary American
society are capitalism, patriarchy and white racial hegemony. Accordingly, the subjects of class
and capital, gender and sexuality, race and ethnicity, whilst by no means exclusive of other
interests, are of critical significance to any study of the workings of the geographical

. . . . 143
imagination in modemn culture.
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Criticisms of the political dimensions of the downgrading of place are seen most
clearly in the works of neo-Marxists like David Harvey,'** Edward Soja'** and Peter
Jackson.'*® Even these make use of Heidegger. It might be thought that someone of
the latter’s political sympathy would be a strange bedfellow for neo-Marxists, but
David Harvey quotes a passage from Poetry, Language, Thought which, he observes,
shows that Heidegger attributes the achieved shift in space relations to

commodification and market exchange, and that in so doing invokes an argument

remarkably similar to Marx:

The object-character of technological dominion spreads itself over the earth ever more quickly,
ruthlessly and completely. Not only does it establish all things as producible in the process of
production; it also delivers the products of production by means of the market. In self- assertive
production, the humanness of man and the thingness of things dissolve into the calculated
market value of a market which not only spans the whole earth as a world market but also, as
the will to will, trades 1n the nature of Being and thus subjects all beings to the trade of a
calculation that dominates most tenaciously those areas where there is no need of numbers.'4’

Viewed in this perspective the homogenisation of space which dumbs our sense of
place and stifles out humanity is part of what Oliver O’Donovan has termed the
‘relentless thrust of technological society towards homogeneity. Technology depends

upon the mass-production of extensively interchangeable consumer parts.’'*® Harvey

portrays the present scene as a crisis:

The tension between fixity and mobility erupts into generalised crises ... when the landscape
shaped in relation to a certain phase of development (capitalist or pre-capitalist) becomes a
barrier to further accumulation . The landscape must then be reshaped around new transport
and communications systems and physical infrastructures, new centres and styles of production
and consumption, new agglomerations of labour power and modified social infrastructures
(including, for example, systems of governance and regulation of places). Old places have to be
devalued, destroyed or redeveloped while new places are created. The cathedral city becomes a
heritage centre; the mining community becomes a ghost town; the old industrial centre is
deindustrialised; speculative boom towns or gentrified neighbourhoods arise on the frontiers of
capitalist development or out of the ashes of deindustrialised communities. The history of
capitalism is punctuated by intense phases of spatial reorganisation.'*®
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The market model fits well with the modernist notion of development conceived in
terms of the conquest of space and time but some of its notable successes have forced
huge change — and there has been a considerable cost. This has been seen, as much as
anywhere else, in its effect on places. Harvey concurs with what I proposed above,
that we have been experiencing, since 1970, ‘an intense phase of time-space
compression — compression that has had a disorientating effect upon political —
economic practices, the balance of class power, as well as upon cultural and social
life.”®° He feels that we have witnessed ‘another fierce round in that process of
annihilation of space through time that has always lain at the heart of capitalism’s

*I5! and points out that one of the results of this is that urban places that once

dynamic,
had a secure status find themselves vulnerable and ‘residents find themselves forced
to ask what kind of place can be remade that will survive within the new matrix of

space relations. We worry about the meaning of place when the security of actual

places becomes threatened.”"*

The threat to the security and identity of a particular place because of the forces of
which Harvey is speaking is something of which I have first hand experience. In the
early 1990’s I was Vicar of the parish in which the Swan Hunter Shipyard at
Wallsend on Tyneside was situated. This most prestigious of yards, at which many
famous ships had been built, had been in decline for many years but had at the same
time increased symbolically in importance as the last remaining shipyard in an area
that had once boasted many and, at the beginning of the twentieth century, had built
something like one-fifth of the world’s ships. The whole identity of the place was

determined by shipbuilding. This was threatened when decline turned into crisis and
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the management was forced to call in the receivers in 1993. All the workforce was
made redundant as a desperate search for a buyer was mounted. The search lasted a
full year during which i1t was not just economic hardship which characterised the
mourning apparent in the local community: there was much soul searching as to what
a town which had identified itself almost exclusively with the building of ships could

mean in the face of the demise of that industry. A buyer was eventually found but not

for the building of ships.

Harvey’s point is again confirmed by another happening in Wallsend at the same
time. After the shipyard crisis there was much rejoicing in the face of a decision by
the German company, Siemens, to build a huge semi-conductor factory in the town.
The factory, costing many millions of pounds, was open for only eighteen months
before the bottom dropped out of the semi-conductor market and Siemens announced
that it would close. Harvey cites other reasons why place has become important in the
recent past, including diminishing transport costs, highly mobile capital and the
resulting competition between places in order to sell themselves to prospective
investors. What is significant is the role that money plays. It is the capitalist system
which has precipitated all this, in Harvey’s view: ‘Place is becoming important to the
degree that the authenticity of dwelling 1s being undermined by political — economic
processes of spatial transformation and place construction.’’>® Keith and Pile!** argue
that the reassertion of place in protest against this is politically vital to the picture
because it is ‘mobilizing a territorialized sense of place and community identity’ that

can enable local people to force themselves onto the political agenda. They use such

examples as the Docklands dispute in 1992 to affirm the importance of place seen as a
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potent force for resistance to powerful economic forces. This consideration leads into
an attempt to understand the manner in which conceptions of space and place can
have enormous political and economic consequences. The conclusion of their project
is that ‘space is constitutive of the social; spatiality is constitutive of the person and
the political; new radical geographies must demystify the manner in which
oppressions are naturalised through concepts of spaces and spatialities and recover

progressive articulations of place and the politics of identity.’'>

Edward Soja, whose thinking 1s not dissimilar from the above, states the objective of
his recent publication, Thirdspace, directly to the reader at the outset: ‘It is to
encourage you to think differently about the meanings and significance of space and
those related concepts that compose and comprise the inherent spatiality of human
life: place, location, locality, landscape, environment, home, city, region, territory,
and geography.’’*® He goes on to assert his belief that the spatial dimension of our

lives has never been of greater practical and political relevance than it is now:

Whether we are attempting to deal with the increasing intervention of electronic media in our
daily routines; seeking ways to act politically to deal with growing problems of poverty,
racism, sexual discrimination, and environmental degradation; or trying to understand the
multiplying geopolitical conflicts around the globe, we are becoming increasingly aware that
we are, and always have been, intrinsically spatial beings, active participants in the social
construction of our embracing spatialities. Perhaps more than ever before, a strategic awareness
of this collectively created spatiality and its social consequences has become a vital part of
making both theoretical and practical sense of our contemporary life-worlds at all scales, from

the most intimate to the most global.'”’

% as does David Harvey. LeFebvre is

Soja draws heavily on Henni LeFebvre
important to their Marxist critique because, though he rarely uses term place in his
writings, he means much the same thing in his understanding of ‘everyday life’. He

presents this latter, rather than Marx’s workplace, as the locus where alienation and
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mystification are to be found and struggled against. 159 1 eFebvre’s The Production of
Space argues that space cannot be represented by a neutral and passive geometry but
is produced and represents the site and the outcome of social, political and economic
struggle. He distinguishes between different types of space — physical, mental and
social, but it is the economic and political upon which Harvey and others'®® have
concentrated. LeFebvre’s conceptions of space make their effects felt in places.
LeFebvre asks, ‘Is space a medium? A milieu? An intermediary? It is doubtless all of
these, but its role is less and less neutral, more and more active, both as instrument
and as goal, as means and as end. Confining it in so narrow a category as that of
‘medium’ is thus woefully inadequf;lte:."161 This is a direct assault on the notion of
place as receptacle. Soja refers us to LeFebvre’s starting point which was, once again,
phenomenological. The latter states that his research on place started in childhood
because he could not understand the philosophical separation of subject and object,

the body and the world for the boundary between them did not appear to him so clear

and clean.'®

It should be said that though the writings of neo-Marxists like Soja and Harvey have
been applauded by critics on the left as ‘a radical emancipatory challenge to the

1% it can be read very differently as

hegemony of historicism and capitalist spatiality,
‘symptomatic of a crisis of faith in the grand narratives of classical Marxist prophecy.
It may be far from coincidental that the upsurge in spatial politics flows rapidly on the
heels of a series of devastating disappointments for the left on the historical stage.’'®*
We might respond that the motivation of the neo-Marxist critique does not necessarily

negate all its insights any more than a recognition of the validity of those insights
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requires the wholehearted embracing of a neo-Marxist position. Jarvis also reminds us
that Soja has been attacked by Gillian Rose for failing to recognise that spatiality has
not been universally disregarded 1n favour of historicity: ‘Geography was central to
anti-colonial movements from the eighteenth century onwards and as countless
feminist histortans argue, feminist projects too have been organised over geographical
networks, have used 1nstitutional spaces in which to try and create women’s culture,
and have struggled against the patriarchal spatial imagery of the public/private
division.”'® What Jarvis does not acknowledge is that, far from repudiating the
assertion that place 1s of huge importance, Rose is simply clear that feminists got
there first. As she puts it elsewhere: ‘Feminism, I think, through its awareness of the
politics of the everyday, has always had a very keen awareness of the intersection of
space and power — and knowledge. As de Lauretis says, there is ‘the epistemological
priority which feminism has located in the personal, the subjective, the body, the
symptomatic, the quotidian, as the very site of material inscription of the
ideological.’'®® There are others, too, whose writings on place take the feminist
critique seriously and focus not only on issues of representation, and political action

but also gender including Duncan and Le gh167 and Masscy.168

Much of the above thinking to which I have referred among these ‘protests’ about the
devaluing of place fits loosely into what might be termed postmodern.'®” A
consequence of postmodern suspicion of grand narratives is an attempt to recover a
sense of the importance of the particular. One aspect of the particular is place and
much postmodern writing recognises the significance of spatial factors in human

experience which was lost in modernity. Thus terms like ‘Position, location, situation,
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mapping, geometries of domination, centre-margin, open-closed, inside-outside,
global-local; liminal space, third space, not-space, impossible space; the city’' "
abound. Keith and Pile criticise rather sloppy use of spatial metaphors in such

'"! but, despite such criticisms they, too, though, are clear that

postmodern writing
place is of huge importance. Lurking in the background of much of such postmodern
thinking is Michel Foucault, to whom I have already made reference on more than
one occasion. He was one of the first to recognise the huge importance of spatial
questions to the condition of late twentieth century society. Foucault was clear that
‘we do not live in a kind of void inside of which we could place individuals and
things. We do not live inside a void that could be coloured with various shades of
light, we live inside a set of relations that delineates sites which are irreducible to one
another and absolutely not superimposable one on another.’'’”* In a lecture given in
1967, he went so far as to suggest that whereas in the nineteenth century the great
obsession was history, ‘the anxiety of our era has to do fundamentally with space, no
doubt a great deal more than with time. Time probably appears to us only as one of

the various distributive operations that are possible for the elements that are spread

out in space.’'” So, for Soja, for example, Foucault uncovers

the persistent overprivileging of the powers of the historical imagination and the traditions of
critical historiography, and the degree to which this privileging of historicality has silenced or
subsumed potentially equivalent powers of crtical spatial thought. Breaking down the
controlling effects of this particular form of historicism becomes a key step in radically
opening u84the spatial imagination and in rebalancing the trialectics of historicality-sociality-

spatiality.

The anxiety to which Foucault refers was recorded by the psychologist Paul Tournier

when he found that a recurring theme in the dreams of modern men and women is that
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of the seat that cannot be found. '” The consequences of the ‘loss of a sense of place’

run deep into the psyche.

The importance of place in social theory 1s gradually being recognised. In his Central
Problems in Social Theory, Anthony Giddens, whom I have already cited, wrote that
the importance of place has been ignored in social theory: ‘Most forms of social
theory have failed to take seriously enough not only the temporality of social conduct
but also its spatial attributes.... neither time nor space have been incorporated into the
centre of social theory; rather, they are ordinarily treated more as ‘environments’ in
which social theory is enacted.’ 176 By space 1n this context he means the place where
things happen. He not only pointed out the marginalisation of time and place from
social theory but announced his intention to put them at the very core of his own
social theory and in works published since then he has attempted to realise this
theoretical aim. Giddens’ insight 1s not just that time and place are topics worthy of
consideration by those interested 1n the social sciences: “What he argues is much more
radical: that excluding them from social analysis, or privileging one above the other a
priori, distorts our understanding of the way in which social reality is constituted.” He
feels that ‘locale’ is a prefereable term to that of ‘place ‘for it carries something of the

connotation of space used as a setting for interaction.”'’’ Philip Cassell explains how

Gidden’s work makes clear that

the setting of interaction is not some neutral backdrop to events that are unfolding
independently in the foreground. ‘Locales’ enter into the very fabric of interaction in a
multiplicity of ways. They figure in the normative basis of action - implicit rules cover what
one might and might not do in a given place; and they serve as sources of meaning - aspects of
the setting are routinely incorporated, usually implicitly, in conversation, '®
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Giddens contention 1s that travelling through time and place is inseparable from and
‘consubstantial with the very being of individual agents, agents, institutions,
organisations and indeed nations.’'” This is very much the same sort of conclusion as
that proposed by LeFebvre, which we considered above. Similarly, Michel de Certeau
talks in terms of narratives, telling us that ‘narrative structures have the status of
spatial syntaxes. By means of a whole panoply of codes, ordered ways of proceeding
and constraints, they regulate changes in space (or moves from one place to another)
made by stories in the form of places put in linear or interlaced series. °° He goes on
to propose that ‘every story is a travel story - a spatial practice.’*®! Gregory and Urry
point out that as a result of what has become known as structuration theory spatial

structure can now be seen ‘not merely as an arena in which social life unfolds, but as a

medium through which social relations are produced and reproduced.’ '**

E.V. Walker confirms our contention about the ‘loss of place’. He suggests that ‘in
everyday life people keep track of places. They talk about how the neighbourhood has
changed; when that building went up; what 1t was like in the old days; how it feels to
live here now.’ '®’ However, ‘today, the experience of place is often out of balance.
Preoccupations with the logic of space tend to suppress the feeling of place. There is a
tendency in modern Western thinking to separate the feelings, symbolic meanings,
moral sentiments, and intuitions of a place from the intellectual rational features. The
expressive dimension gets lost in systems design and management.’'®* These words
are consonant with what I have been arguing, that our intellectual traditions and the
affects of them have flown in the face of what our experience tells us ~ that place is of

primary importance to our humanity. Walker develops a theory of ‘placeways’ which
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seeks to reintegrate rational understandings of place with the manner in which people

experience it. The significance of places, he tells us, 1s profound:

The totality of what people do, think, and feel in a specific location gives identity to a place,
and through its physique and morale it shapes a reality which is unique to places — different
from the reality of an object or a person. Human experience makes a place, but a place lives in

its own way. If form of experience occupies persons — the place locates experience in people. A
place is a matrix of energies, generating representations and causing changes in awareness.'>

This, together with much of the above, draws us to a relational view of place and to

say that any conception of place 1s inseparable from the relationships that are

associated with it.

I have proposed that place was lost during modernity and among the social sciences,
anthropology can be of great assistance to us in reinforcing our understanding of the
fact that our own culture has lost a sense of place since there remain societies in the
world who have not been so effected and observation of these can sharpen our own
critical analysis. So, for example, James Weiner’s study of the Foi of Papua New
Guinea which leads him to suggest that ‘a society’s place names schematically image
a people’s intentional transformation of their habitat from a sheer physical terrain into
a pattern of historically experienced and constituted space and time.”'* He suggests
that ‘language and place are a umity. The manner in which human action and
purposive appropriation inscribes itself upon the earth is an iconography of human
intentions. Its mirror image is speech itself, which in the act of naming, memorialises
these intentions, makes of them a history-in-dialogue.’'®” These insights are

fascinating contributions to an understanding of place for a society whose philosophy

has, as Michel Serres observes, become obsessed with language. He writes that ‘for
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fifty years, the only question has been the question of language, whether one belongs
to the German school, the Anglo- American School or even the French. All you hear
about is the spoken language or wrting. And in France, Sartre produces Words,

Foucault writes Words and Things, in which language is the chief issue.” '**

However, anthropologists, like most other scholars, have come late to an appreciation
of place. Clifford Geertz points out that ‘if you should look into the table of contents
or, for that matter, into the index of a standard textbook or monograph in
anthropology, you would not find there a category called place.”'® A collection of
essays entitled Place: Experience and Symbol by ethnographers and human-
geographers (including Tuan, Buttimer and Seamon whom I cited above) began a
series of endeavours to understand social identities in terms of place. Subsequent
work has begun to understand place 1n similar terms to some of the geographers above
‘from the standpoint of its contestation and its linkage to local and global power

relations.’'”” In a recent collection of essays, Steven Feld and Keith Basso suggest:

Whatever else this may involve, this development surely reflects the now acute world
conditions of exile, displacement, diasporas, and inflamed borders — to say nothing of the
increasingly tumultuous struggles by indigenous peoples and cultural minorities for ancestral
homelands, land rights, and retention of sacred places. These days, narrative of place once
presented under such gentle rubrics as ‘national integration’ and “political evolution’ are being
framed in decidedly harsher terms: as economic development by state invasion and occupation,
or as the extraction of transnational wealth at escalating costs in human suffering, cultural

destruction and environmental degradation. **
Like some of the geographers cited above, anthropologists have thus come to worry
less about place in broad philosophical terms than about places as sites of power
struggles or about displacement as history of annexation, absorption and resistance.
Thus, ethnography’s stories of place are increasingly about contestation ‘and this

makes them consistent with a larger narrative in which previously absent ‘others’ are
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now portrayed as fully present, no longer a presumed and distant ‘them’ removed
from a vague and tacit ‘us’.’'** Margaret Rodman recognises that ‘places are not inert

containers. They are politicized, culturally relative, historically specific, local and

multiple constructions.’'”?

Recognising this, Gupta and Ferguson identify problems which have resulted from the
assumed isomorphism of space, place and culture. For example, they characterise
‘multiculturalism’ as ‘a feeble acknowledgement of the fact that cultures have lost

*!1>* and hold that conventional accounts of ethnicity

their moorings in definite places
rely upon an unproblematic link between identity and place.'”® They engage with post
colonialism and ask ‘to which places do the hybrid cultures of postcoloniality
belong?’l% They point out that ‘the rapidly expanding and quickening mobility of
people combines with a profound sense of loss of territorial roots, of an erosion of the
cultural distinctiveness of places, and of ferment in anthropological theory.” More
recently, the essays in Feld and Basso’s Senses of Place aim ‘to describe and interpret
some ways in which people encounter places, perceive them and invest them with
signiﬂcance‘.’l";'7 They conclude that, ‘As people fashion places, so, too, do they
fashion themselves. People don’t just dwell in comfort or in misery, in centres or in
margins, in place or out of place, empowered or disempowered. People everywhere
act on the integrity of their dwelling.’'”® A recent fascinating study by anthropologist
and theologian Timothy Jenkins ‘allows the importance of the cosmological and
religious to be recast as the values that arise among people when they marry, have

children, live near each other, identify themselves with places and use their

understanding of local history to inform and justify their self-regard and respect, or
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withholding of respect, for others.”'”” Having surveyed the scene as far as attitudes to
place in political and social theory is concerned, the above comment might lead us to

ask what is the position of contemporary theology on place.

1.2.3 The Position of Contemporary Theology on Place

I have charted an emerging protest from scholars in a variety of disciplines who are
beginning to see that what I have termed ‘the loss of place’ is a feature of modernism
which has had and 1s having painful consequences for vast numbers of people. We
might now ask, ‘where have theologians been in all this?’ The answer, I fear, is more
or less entirely immersed in the norms of modernity, at least as far as the lack of
recognition of the importance of place is concermned. A notable exception is Oliver
O’Donovan, to whom I have already made reference, who concurs with our thesis that
‘contemporary Western society 1s marked by a loss of the sense of place, and its
intellectual traditions, far from controlling the loss, have encouraged it."*" He
suggests that ‘local roots and rootlessness should be, one would think, a major topic
of conversation among theologians who habitually read the Bible’**! but that it is not.
Why is this? It may be partly to do with the fact that it was from theology that
modernity emerged. It is no accident that the discoveries of Newton and Galileo
arose, as we saw, from a theology which was interested in the infinite and the all
powerful rather than the particular. It 1s no coincidence, either, that in the same epoch
as these scientists were working, the Reformation was separating theology from the
material and the particular. In medieval times locality had been a vital ingredient of a
worldview which, as I have already intimated, enabled a “spiritual geography’ but

Reformed thought would have no truck with what came to be regarded as superstition.
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It became an axiom of Protestant theology that ‘the revelation in Christ broke down

the elective particularity, not only of race but of place*..’202

This inheritance is most clearly illustrated in terms of thinking about ‘holy places’, the
study of which will be a central concern of what follows. In a rare foray into this area
Susan White points out in a piece entitled ‘The Theology of Sacred Space’ that one
would be hard pressed to find consideration of the question of place in the writings of
any systematic theologians in the recent past. She should be given credit for raising
the question of what a theology of sacred space might look like. Many other
theologians would seem to be so inculturated that the question of place is a long way
from their thoughts and writings. White observes that the only ones who have been

interested in ‘sacred space’ have tended to be liturgists and historians of religion

whose approach

is taken over almost wholesale from studies of how sacred places function in tribal religions,
sometimes (but not always) with Christian terms interpolated here and there. Eliade is a good
example. In general, there has been a lot of talk about ley-lines and mandalas, and poles of the
universe and aboriginal dreaming-places and such. Some of this is intertwined with depth-
psychology and semiotics, which no doubt is interesting to be sure, but it should not be
mistaken for Christian theology. So the problem is that up to now Christian theology of sacred
space has not been very theological; and the second problem is that the Christian theology of
sacred space has not been very Christian.
Whatever the rights and wrongs of her evident prejudice against any interdisciplinary
study, it is undoubtedly true that those who have written about place have been
motivated by a phenomenological starting point. Eliade is exclusively
phenomenological. Others attempt to mix phenomenological insights with those

derived from the Christian tradition. Geoffrey Lilbume, for example, in a book

entitled 4 Sense of Place: A Christian Theology of the Land ** freely mixes Biblical
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insights with those of the Aboriginal people without making clear at any stage what
authority he suggests should be given to each and for what reason. Interestingly,
Susan White quotes from Lilburne’s book one of the few passages which suit the

direction of her writing. Similarly, Belden Lane’s beautiful Landscapes of the Sacred:
Geography and Narrative in American Spirituality *** contains many good things, but
his recounting of the experiences of native North Americans and that of various
Christian settlers is analysed using ‘axioms for the study of sacred place’ which he
draws from his own experience. He does not attempt to find support for these axioms
from the Christian tradition or to relate them to it. A recent piece by Ron Di Santo
looks at the threat of commodity consciousness to human dignity and outlines the
problem well. In order to address the threat, however, he suggests adopting the ‘noble
eightfold path’ from the Buddhist tradition.”” This seems strange in a book which has
as a subtitle, “The Catholic Vision of Human Destiny’. The approach of all these
writers is phenomenological and while this may be a reasonable starting point which
may alert them to the problem, Susan White is surely right in suggesting that theology

demands an approach which begins not just with experience but also with the

scriptures and tradition.

However, whilst I would agree with Susan White’s prognosis of the problem I am not
so drawn to her answers. In the face of the evident lacuna which she identifies she
goes on to attempt to begin to construct such a theology and offers what she refers to
as a ‘biblical’ approach which, she tells us ‘after Barth, is suspicious of allowing the

f +206

natural world to speak for itsel The conclusion of her project can be summarised

in her closing sentences which read as follows:
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[ can say that the ugly block worship-space mn Telford can be a holy place, because it is
occupied by and associated with a community of Christian people who are known, publicly
known, for their acts of charity and peacemaking and who have drawn their building into the
struggle for a radical openness to the will of God. And I would argue that to root the holiness
of Christian sacred space in anything else is to be involved either in idolatry or in magic. %%’

Susan White suggests, in other words, that place is of negligible importance in
theology, even though an ‘ugly block worship space’ is hardly ‘the natural world’
and implicit in White’s assessment 1s the fact that a humanly constructed environment
can have an effect on people, though this 1s something of which White is unaware or
chooses to ignore. As far as she is concerned, whether a place can be deemed sacred is
entirely a function of the virtues of the particular people associated with it at any
particular time. A church 1s thus a ‘space’ and not a ‘place’, it is a receptacle, it is a
commodity to be used. Nor can it be said that this is a view peculiar to her or to the
Reformed tradition. The effect of Vatican II and associated liturgical reform has been
to emphasise the ‘community’ aspects of liturgy to the exclusion or downplaying of
the ‘formal’ and, it could be argued, ‘transcendent’. The documents make reference to
the fact that the Council, ‘established principles for the reform of the rites of the
sacrifice of the Mass so as to encourage the full and active participation of the faithful
in the celebration of this n‘lystery.."208 The ecclesiastical and liturgical consequences of
Vatican II have served to concentrate attention upon people and community and
though this has resulted in many good things there has been an accompanying shift
away from the appreciation of the significance of place. Certain places are very
important in Catholic piety, of course, but are not a major consideration in Roman

Catholic theology. I shall return to this point in chapter four.
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The approach to sacred space which Susan White proclaims strongly is very
fashionable nowadays and represents the only basis upon which many people would
be prepared to designate a place ‘holy’: place is totally subordinate to ethics and a
place cannot be deemed holy unless it be frequented by radically holy people in the
here and now.*” There are exceptions, as we shall see, just as there are in other
disciplines, but the majorty view 1s clear. In effect, it is only people who can be holy
and not places. Less systematic and informed theologians and churchpeople than
Susan White would want to insist upon the oft stated maxim that ‘the church is people
and not buildings’ and would concur with her view that it is on people that any
respectable theology must concentrate. Place as a category has thus more or less
disappeared from sight — something which might be thought strange in view of the
important role it plays in both the scriptures and tradition — but wholly understandable
in the light of the effects of the influences I have been discussing above. I would
suggest that, in the wake of the disappearance of place from Western thought and the
‘commodification’ of place, Susan White and others have taken on the assumptions of
the prevailing discourse which I have described and baptised them - a process which,

from her Barthian stance, she condemns in others.

It was H.Richard Niebuhr who suggested in Christ and Culture that we are more
prone to be affected by our culture in our understanding of the faith than we would
sometimes like to allow.'’ The downgrading of the importance of place in theology, I
would argue, owes less to a diligent engagement with the Christian scriptures and
tradition than it does to a ‘natural attitude’, to use Husserl’s phrase, which has given

theologians like White ‘the forms and attitudes of mind which allow (them) to make
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sense of the natural world.” Retnhold and H.Richard Niebuhr have themselves been
under fire for being in thrall to prevailing culture in recent years.?'! Susan White who,
from her professed Barthian perspective would probably applaud such a critique, has
proclaimed the necessity of producing a Christian theology of sacred space which is
both theological and Christian. It i1s ironic, however, that she has not looked carefully
at either the scriptures or the tradition in order to formulate such a theology but,
rather, is in thrall to a ‘market’ culture. It takes someone from a discipline other than

theology like E.V. Walker, a social theorist, to suggest that

we take for granted ritual and doctrine as theological subjects, but we tend to overlook the
theology of building, settling, and dwelling. As expressions of religious experience, sacred
places are as important as doctrine and ritual. They energise and shape religious meaning. They
help to make religious experience intelligible. A sacred place is not only an environment of
sensory phenomena, but a moral environment as well.*'?
There has been some small interest in space from a theological perspective. I think of
[ain Mackenzie’s book, the Dynamism of Space, for example. But the picture on the
front cover — an impressive collection of stars, planets and other features of outer
space — betrays what sort of space the book will be about. I would not want to suggest
that such a topic — of the relationship between the God revealed in Christ and the
complex immensity of the universe — 1s not worthy of investigation. But I am
interested that Mackenzie takes the trouble to distinguish between place and space in
his prologue and in so doing tells us that ‘place is significant space’ (his italics). 213
However, having made important (and very sensible, in my view) observations about
the nature of ‘place’'*, Mackenzie himself offers barely any further thought on the

subject. Mackenzie is nothing if not a diligent student of the scriptures. If he had

continued with this line of thought on place as significant space he would have found
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much to commend it in the Biblical narrative, but he does not. By concentrating upon
‘space’ he merely continues the collusion of contemporary theology with what I have

characterised to be the predominant discourse of modernity.

1.2.4 Conclusion

In this chapter I have attempted to show that, although place was of importance in
Greek thought, the Western intellectual tradition has tended to downgrade it, place
being eclipsed by an emphasis first upon space and second upon time. This prevailing
discourse has worked itself out in the development of Western society, the process
reaching a dehumanising culmination in the twentieth century. I have looked at a
rising tide of protest from scholars in a variety of disciplines who have uncovered the
demise of place and pointed to its negative effects upon human experience. I have
argued that theologians, in the main, have not given much attention to place and have,
in this respect, remained wedded to the norms of modernity which are being
questioned in other disciplines. I have suggested that their attitude owes more to
secular assumptions than to Christian insights. In order to substantiate this latter
claim, what is needed is a reassessment of the Christian approach to place in scripture

and tradition and it is that to which I now tumn.
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2. Place and the Scriptures

2.1 The Old Testament

2.1.1 Place as a Primary Category of Biblical Faith

One only needs to open the Bible at the beginning of Genesis and read a few pages to
be left with the impression that place is important to the writer. The second creation
account®' revolves around place: the Garden of Eden is not just the location where
the drama happens to unfold, it is central to the narrative. This is not surprising in
view of some of the insights at which we looked in the last chapter and summarised
by Giddens’ insight that ‘the setting of interaction is not some neutral backdrop to
events that are unfolding independently in the foreground. ‘Locales’ enter into the
very fabric of interaction in a multiplicity of ways.’ *!® Tuan tells us that ‘gardens
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mirror certain cosmic values and I would suggest that this image resonates with

our deepest dis-placed selves within the human consciousness — ‘the laughter in the
garden, echoed ecstasy’,”'*as Eliot would have it. This beginning sets the tone for
what I shall argue is the importance of place throughout the scriptures, concluding

with the descent of the heavenly Jerusalem at the consummation of all things at the

end of time in the penultimate chapter of the Book of Revelation.

In the first part of this chapter I shall attempt to investigate how place relates to a
reading of the Old Testament. In doing so I shall draw on the work of Walter
Brueggemann who, at the beginning of his book, The Land: Place as Gift, Promise

and Challenge in Biblical Faith, criticises what he refers to as the dominant categories
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of Biblical theology, the existentialist and ‘mighty deeds of God in history’
formulations. The former, he tells us, has been exclusively concerned with ‘the urgent
possibility of personal decision-making in which one chooses a faith context’ and the
latter on ‘normative events around which Israel’s faith has clustered.” Concerns about

existentialist decisions and transforming events have, he feels, made interpreters

9219

insensitive to ‘the preoccupation of the Bible for placement. This exclusive

concern is entirely in accord with what I have characterised as the domination of
theology and other disciplines by the predominant mores of our -culture.
Existentialism was, of course, one of the absorptions of mid-twentieth century
philosophy and theology, and preoccupation with events is a result of understanding
the Christian faith in terms of what has been termed ‘Salvation History’. This latter
approach has, in my view, much to commend 1t if it takes account of place as well as
time in the drama of salvation. However, it generally does not and this is not
surprising in an epoch 1n which time has had hegemony over both space and place.
This makes the publication of Brueggemann’s book in 1977 all the more remarkable

and it is a tribute to him that he was able to speak with a different voice in outlining

an alternative hermeneutic.

Brueggemann’s book 1s well known but, though respected as innovative, has been
regarded as rather idiosyncratic by mainstream Biblical scholarship and therefore not
engaged with except by those very few theologians who have an interest in place.
Several more recent works, however, have taken up the theme. There is some
reference to the Old Testament material in Geoffrey Lilburne’s 4 Sense of Place: A

a!220

Christian Theology of the Lan which seeks Biblical insight which will be of help
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in a situation of rural crisis, land degradation, and conflict over land rights. Jamie
Scott and Paul Simpson-Housley published a collection of essays which looks at the
‘seographics of religion’ and seeks to build bridges with other disciplines.??! A more
recent publication by Norman Habel breaks new ground in looking at the land issue in

recognising the importance of ideology as compared with theology in the text. As

Habel wrnites:

A distinction, subtle though it may be, can be made between theology and ideology as schemas
of thought in the Bible. By a biblical theology I mean the doctrine and discourse about God
expressed within a biblical literary unit that reflects the living faith of a given community.
Biblical ideology refers to a wider complex of images and ideas that may employ theological
doctrines, traditions or symbols to justify and promote the social, economic and political

interests of a group within society.

In an Editor’s Forward to Habel’s work, Brueggemann himself recognises that
Habel’s ‘use of the governing term ideology reflects an important turn in
scholarship’®* in the last two decades. Habel identifies six different ideologies woven
into the Biblical texts and 1n so doing makes the important point that ‘most Biblical
texts push a point. They seek to win over the minds of the implied audience and
persuade those who hear the message that the beliefs announced in the texts are
authoritative and true.”*** This applies to interpretation of texts as much as it does to
the texts themselves, of course: Habel acknowledges that his interest in social justice
issues may have influenced his interpretation since recent studies have, he reminds us,
made us ‘acutely aware of ourselves as readers who construct meaning with the stuff
of the text.”** The background to his writing is the ‘social, political and religious
context of the current land rights debate,” his hope being that his volume would
illuminate texts often used as ‘significant sources for developing land theologies or

position statements on the land rights of indigenous peoples.’**® More recently still
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Theodore Hiebert has published a detailed study of the approach of the Yahwist to
nature and place.**’ His thorough analysis of the ideology of this particular Biblical
author has demonstrated that the latter 1s by no means hostile to a recognition of the
importance of both place and the natural world. The starting point of each of the
writers mentioned is phenomenological, but they then go on to attempt a thorough
engagement with the texts. Though our approach here will, after Brueggemann, be
largely chronological, 1t i1s important to acknowledge Habel’s insight that different
pressures are brought to bear upon the text by its writers in terms of understanding the
relationship Israel 1s to have to the land. However, though attitudes to land vary
according to the perspective of the writers, there is one central ideology which is

common to each approach: that of the vitality of place in the life of Israel.

As Habel begins with issues surrounding land rights, Brueggemann’s
phenomonological starting point that alerted him to new interpretative possibilities
was the failure of an ‘urban promise’. The ‘urban promise’ of which he speaks
concerned ‘human persons who could lead detached, unrooted lives of endless choice
and no commitment. It was glamonised around the virtues of mobility and anonymity
which seem so full of freedom and self-actualisation.’®*® In speaking of the failure of
such a promise Brueggemann refers to Harvey Cox’s 1965 publication The Secular
City*” in which the latter extols the virtues of the city by citing two of its major gifts
as anonymity and mobility. Against Cox, Brueggemann concurs with some of the
secular insights we have looked at above in concluding that, ‘more sober reflection
indicates that they are sources of anomie and the undoing of our common

humanness.’>>° The existentialist quest for meaning, he tells us, fails to recognise that
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‘it 1s rootlessness and not meaninglessness that characterises the current crisis. There
are no meanings apart from roots.”>' Thus the failure of this promise is that it does
not recognise that there is a human hunger for a sense of place which it cannot meet.
Brueggemann’s creative work was thus bomn out of an impatience with predominant
culture and a feeling that theology was 1n thrall to it just as the work of the scholars
whose witness I enlisted in the last chapter felt that their disciplines had been
consumed by the predominant discourse which denigrates place. For Brueggemann,
the central problem in our age 1s ‘not emancipation but rootage, not meaning but
belonging, not separation from community but location within it, not isolation from
others but placement deliberately between the generation of promise and
fulfilment.’®>? This sentiment has much in common with all that we have studied the
conclusion of which could be summed up 1n Foucault’s observation that ‘the anxiety

of our era has to do fundamentally with space.’*>* This anxiety, I have proposed, is a

result of the dehumanising effects of loss of a sense of place.

Brueggemann encourages us to take a fresh look at the Bible to see that place is a
‘primary category of faith’ and that ‘land is a central, if not the central theme of
biblical faith.’ > He proposes that the narrative of the Old Testament centres around
land, and that the importance of this land is that it is a particular place which has been
promised. Though this is an approach which finds support in passing references by
other scholars, Brueggemann goes on to examine the whole narrative through the
prism of land and his engagement with the text suggests to him that the Bible is
addressed to the central human problem of homelessness (anomie) and seeks to
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respond to that agenda in terms of grasp and gi Brueggemann does not confuse
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space and place but, following Dillistone, clearly articulates what he understands to be

the difference between the two as follows:

‘Space’ means an area of freedom, without coercion or accountability, free of pressures and
void of authority. Space may be imagined as week-end, holiday, a vacation, and 1s
characterised by a kind of neutrality or emptiness waiting to be filled by our choosing. Such a
concern appeals to a desire to get out from under meaningless routine and subjection. But
‘place’ is a very different matter. Place is space which has historical meanings, where some
things have happened which are now remembered and which provide continuity and identity
across generations. Place is space in which important words have been spoken which have
established identity, defined vocation and envisioned destiny. Place is space in which vows
have been exchanged, promises have been made, and demands have been issued. Place is
indeed a protest against the unpromising pursuit of space. It is a declaration that our
humanness cannot be found in escape, detachment, absence of commitment, and undefined

freedom.>®

This approach coincides with our own definition as I outlined it at the beginning of
chapter one. With reference to the Old Testament Brueggemann is clear that being
human, as biblical faith promises it, will be found in ‘belonging to and referring to
that locus in which the peculiar historicity of a community has been expressed and to
which recourse is made for purposes of orientation, assurance, and empowerment.
The land for which Israel yearns and which it remembers is never unclaimed space
but is always a place with Yahweh, a place well filled with memories of life with him
and promise from him and vows to him.’*” Possession of the land was of overriding
importance to the people of Israel but this land is not just a piece of ‘real estate’: it
was a place with memories as well as hopes, with a past as well as a future; it was, in
other words, a place and not a space, and as such it was a storied place. The fact is
that if God has to do with Israel in a special way, then he has also to do with this
historical place in a special way. This insight might be expressed by positing a three
way relationship between God, his people and place: Biblical faith as it is presented in

the Old Testament suggests that 1t will not do to leave any one of these out of the
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equation for the narrative would suggest that the consequences of so doing are
disastrous for the well being of God’s people. I shall return to this proposal a little
later in this chapter. First, though, having established the importance of place to Old

Testament faith in general terms, I shall look at the Old Testament narrative in more

detail.

2.1.2 Genesis and Wilderness

If place is central nght at the beginning of the Bible its importance, as I have already
suggested, does not diminish. Brueggemann directs our attention to the fact that as the
narrative of the Book of Genesis unfolds there are expressed two paradigms of
relationship to place as it divides into two histories. The first, in Genesis 1-11, is one
which describes how people living securely in a paradisal place face expulsion from
it. The second, in Genesis 12-50, concerns Abraham and his family moving towards
possession of a place which has been promised. In the beginning, when ‘everything
was very good’ that goodness had to do with God’s people being in a particular place,
the Garden of Eden, with their creator. Their lack of obedience which resulted in
expulsion from the garden (and the unfaithfulness of Cain and Abel, the generation of
Noah and the people of Sodom) can be contrasted with the faithfulness of Abraham
which enabled his journey towards the land of promise. Brueggemann goes on to
suggest that this sets the parameters for the theology of the Old Testament as seen
through the prism of the land and that these parameters are not remote from
contemporary experience of Western culture: ‘The two histories are never far from
each other, either in the Bible or in modern experience. The history of anticipation, as

soon as it is satisfied, lives at the brink of the history of expulsion. But the Bible is
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clearly interested in anticipation ... Biblical faith begins with the radical

announcement of discontinuity which intends to initiate us into a new history of

anticipation.’ **°

’Abd Al Tafahum has noted that the centrality of the land in the Old Testament has
implications for other peoples: “We do not rightly understand the Old Testament’s
sense of place and people unless we know that it mirrors and educates the self
awareness of all lands and dwellers. The nationhood of Israel, the love of Zion, has its
counterparts in every continent. Its uniqueness lies, not in the emotional experience,
but the theological intensity.”*” Thus our own lives, in this perspective, are lived
between the experience of estrangement and anticipation. But the Biblical narrative
suggests that hope is appropriate iIn this situation since if our experience now is
predominantly that of loss and estrangement, that is not the way that things will
finally be. The will of God for his people to dwell secure overcomes the power of
expulsion. The anticipation, the promise, 1s of landedness, a place which is rooted in

the word of God. God speaks a new word which calls his people to a new

consciousness:

Such a word spoken gives identity and personhood, and we could not have invented it. It is the
voice of the prophet - or the poet if you wish - who calls a name, bestows a vision, summons a
pilgrimage. This is not the detached prattle of a computer; not the empty language of a quota or
a formula or a rule; but it is a word spoken which lets no one be the same again. Land-
expelling history could live by coercive language but land-anticipating history can only begin
with One who in his speaking makes all things new. That is what Gen 12.1 does in the Bible. It
makes all things new when all things had become old and weary and hopeless. Creation begins
anew, as a history of anticipation of the land.**

From then on Israel is a people ‘on the way because of a promise, and the substance

of all its promises from Yahweh is to be in the land, to be placed.’**' In
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Brueggemann’s view the whole history of Israel is best understood in terms of hope in
and response to that promise. Faith 1s presented in this second part of the Genesis
narrative in terms of being willing to accept the radical demand of God to become a
sojourner on the way to a new place of promise. As the author of the Epistle to the
Hebrews puts it: ‘By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to go out to a place

which he was to receive as an inheritance; and he went out, not knowing where he

was to go."242

The journey was long. In a brief intervening period of settlement in Egypt, a foreign
land, under Joseph, Israel was given the best of the land,**® and prospered and
multiplied *** but this experience soon gave way to slavery. Sojourn was followed by
wandering in the wildemess for forty years during which the promise of land seemed
a distant one in the struggle for survival. Wildemness is presented as a place where
desolation is as much psychological as physical. Both have resonances with our own
time where displacement is experienced as a rootless anxiety, ‘like the empty dread of
primordial chaos.’** Brueggemann describes the wilderness as a place of complete
desolation which is the opposite of a storied place — it is a place without memory or
meaning. But there is a paradox here, as Belden Lane points out: ‘There is an
unaccountable solace that fierce landscapes offer to the soul. They heal, as well as
mirror, the brokenness we find within. Moving apprehensively into the desert’s

emptiness, up the mountain’s height, you discover in wild terrain a metaphor of your

246
deepest fears.’

Lane is here describing the apophatic tradition, or ‘negative way’, which eschews

attachment to place and which ‘naturally returns again and again to the suggestive
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image of Sinai. There, in flashes of lightning on red granite, Moses watches for God
in the cleft of the rock, his mind stripped of images and his tongue rendered mute.’**’
However, the very language Lane uses exemplifies the curious irony that though
emphasising the ‘placelessness’ of God, this tradition has made frequent use of
mountain and desert landscapes 1n 1ts concemn to teach the relinquishment of control
that is necessary for approaching God.**® But is this what God finally wills for his
people? ‘Is wildemess an in-between moment without him? Or is wildemess a place
which he prefers for his peculiar presence because of his peculiar character? Could it
be that he is a god who most desires the interactions of the wilderness?’** The final
answer to that question in the Biblical narrative is quite definitely the promise of a
place. In the intervening period in the wildemess, as in the apophatic tradition of
desert spirituality that flows from it, Yahweh answers the people of Israel by assuring
them of his presence and giving them sustenance: ‘And as Aaron spoke to the whole
congregation of the people of Israel, they looked in the wilderness, and behold, the
glory of the Lord appeared in a cloud.”*® Though seen in a cloud and not fully, his
appearance in the wilderness 1s a certain sign that he is with his people in their sense
of abandonment, transforming the situation by that presence. Thus there was comfort
in the midst of chaos and the hope that faithfulness would allow deliverance: ‘What
we are confronted with, then, is a foreign land, a passage through a desert; testing and
discernment. But in this same land, from which God is not absent, the seed of a new
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spirituality can germinate. These words of Gustavo Gutierrez refer to the

spirituality associated with Liberation Theology, the inspiration for which, like

apophatic spirituality, derives very much from the experience of Israel as it is

recorded in the Old Testament.
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The breakthrough of the poor into Latin American history and the Latin American church is
based on a new and profound grasp of the experience of estrangement. The exploited and
marginalised are today becoming increasingly conscious of living in a foreign land that is
hostile to them, a land of death, a land that has no concemn for their most legitimate interests
and serves only as a tool for their oppressors, a land that is alien to their hopes and is owned by
those who seek to terrorize them.. Exiled, therefore, by unjust social structures from a land that
in the final analysis belongs to God alone - ‘all the earth is mine’ (Exod 19.5, cf. Deut 10.14) -
but aware now that they have been despoiled of it, the poor are actively entering into Latin
American history and are taking part in an exodus that will restore to them what is rightfully

their own.?>?

Using Biblical images of slavery, exodus, wilderness and exile, Gutierrez here
confirms that just as Israel’s history can be seen to be about land as much as about
anything else, so too redemption, seen in this light, has fundamentally to do with
relationship to God and with place. The insights of Liberation Theology show us that
emphasis on the locatory aspects of the scriptures is far from the reactionary stance it
is sometimes characterised to be. It can be deeply prophetic. As such this Biblical
narrative has given inspiration and hope not just to Liberation Theologians but to
many peoples exiled and oppressed in a foreign land. This great epic of deliverance
has been celebrated in many generations as a sign of hope, ‘whether that redemption
be from the occupation of Eretz Israel by the Romans or from cruel and arbitrary
mistreatment at the hands of Soviet apparatchiks. Christians, too, from Oliver
Cromwell in seventeenth-century England to Martin Luther King in the twentieth
century have evoked the Exodus as the paradigmatic story of redemption.’*> But if
place is integral to the Exodus narrative and all that surrounds it, it is at least equally

so to what follows as the people of Israel arrive in the Promised Land.
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2.1.3 The Promised Land: Arrival, Exile and Restoration

At the conclusion of the wilderness expenience deliverance reached its fulfilment

when the people of Israel arnved 1n the land which they had been promised, and this
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land, which had been idealised as ‘flowing with milk and honey’~™" turned out to be as

good as the word of the Lord had predicted: ‘A land of brooks and water, of fountains
and springs, flowing forth from valleys and hills, a land of wheat and barley, of vine
and fig trees and pomegranates, a land of olive trees and honey, a land in which you
will eat bread without scarcity in which you will lack nothing.’*>> Habel, among the
various ideologies he identifies, characterises Deuteronomic history as representative
of a ‘conditional ideology’. In this account Yahweh has conquered the land for
Israel’s occupation and in so doing has inaugurated a theocracy which requires the
indebtedness of Israel and justifies the dispossession of its original inhabitants.
Survival in the land requires faithfulness to Yahweh as interpreted by the Levites. *°
This, Habel suggests, is in marked contrast to the Abraham ‘charter narratives’ which
represent what he terms an ‘immigrant ideology’ in which the Promised Land is

presented as a host country inhabited by a range of peoples whose rights and cultures

Abraham is expected to respect.”’ Oliver O’Donovan gives us a different perspective

on the Deuteronomic history :

The relationship between Yahweh and the land is depicted with the greatest care, in order to
avoid any possible confusion between Yahweh and the Baalim of the settled Cananite
communities. The possession of the land was the climax of a sequence of mighty acts
performed by Yahweh, who had ever been a melek, leader of his wandering followers, not a
baal, localised and limited. This is one of the lesson taught by the battle stories, which are
tales, not of military prowess but of miraculous delivery, always remarkable, sometimes even
whimsical. Yahweh is not born in that land, he enters it with his people, and laid hold of it by
his strong right arm. Yet there is another aspect to the role of battle in the book. It also
represents the act of consecration, by which the community gives itself to receive the gift.”*®
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This consecration requires deep faithfulness on the part of Israel and will necessitate a
very careful balance in the three-way relationship between people, place and God. It
is a balance that was soon lost. Unfaithfulness to Yahweh whilst in the land meant
that almost as soon as the promise has been fulfilled and Israel has arrived in the
Promised Land it is on the way to exile.”” Indeed, Brueggemann characterises arrival
at the Jordan as the juncture between two histories. The first begins with God’s
promise to Abraham i1n Genesis 12, which was fulfilled when ‘the Lord gave to Israel
all the land which he swore to give to their fathers.’ *®° It is a narrative of landlessness
on the way to land, promise to fulfilment. The second, of landedness leading to exile,
begins almost immediately when Joshua dismissed the people, the people of Israel

d*°! and concludes with the

went each to his inheritance to take possession of the lan
exile which resulted from Israel’s unfaithfulness. The problem, Brueggemann
explains, was that ‘the very land that promised to create space for human joy and

freedom became the very source of dehumanizing exploitation and oppression. Land

was indeed a problem in Israel. Time after time, Israel saw the land of promise

become the land of a problem."'262

Though the prophets warned continually that the certain result of idolatry and harlotry
would be exile, the kings and their people had begun to manage the land in their own
way, to serve their own self-seeking purposes, and the law of the Lord had been
forgotten. We have already seen that, though many of the blessings associated with

*63 as often as the scriptures speak of ‘possessing the land’

the land are this-worldly,
they speak of ‘walking in the ways of the Lord,**®* of ‘harkening to God’s voice’ and

‘keeping all the words of the law.”*® Place is not inert: it offers opportunity and
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challenge and it would seem that 1t 1s the land which enables the people to be
established by God as a ‘people holy to himself.’*°® Responsibility to the land as well
as to Yahweh 1s important in this three-way relationship. The Lord, people and place
are inextricably woven together in harmony: ‘And because you hearken to these
ordinances and keep and do them, the Lord God will keep with you the covenant and
the steadfast love which he swore to your fathers to keep; he will love you, bless you,
and multiply you.."267 It was the failure of the people to hearken to the ordinances of

the Lord which, as the prophets warned, led to displacement.

It could be construed that the place of Jerusalem in the scheme of things is not
irrelevant to imposition of exile. In the original promise of the land the city had
played no part*® and it was only after the city had been captured by David from the
Jebusites®® in the tenth century that this small town of little importance rose to
prominence. One of David’s first acts after subjugating Jerusalem was to take the ark
of the covenant there from Shiloh in the hill country to the north. As the ark, symbol
of God’s presence in Israel, arrived in Jerusalem there was much celebration as David

2" David, we are told, was dissuaded from

‘leaped and danced’ before the Lord
building a permanent house for the ark®’! but in the reign of his son, Solomon, a
temple was built on a high outcrop of rock above the city, a threshing floor of
Araunah, a Jebusite whose quarry had been bought by David. Once the ark of the
covenant had been placed in the inner sanctuary of the house God’s mysterious and
glorious presence would dwell there. As the priests came out of this ‘holy place, a

cloud filled the house of the Lord, so that the priests could not stand to minister

because of the cloud; for the glory of the Lord filled the house of the Lord.*%"
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In his 1977 work Brueggemann does not have much time for the temple. He tells us
that it served to give theological legitimacy and visible religiosity to the entire
programme of the regime so that it becomes a cult for a static God, lacking in the
power, vigour, and freedom of the God of the old traditions. Brueggemann suggests
that God who had promised and given the land becomes, in the Solomonic period,
patron of the king and religion becomes a decoration rather than a foundation. This
approach is certainly consonant with Habel’s less than flattering description of the
‘Royal Ideology’ reflected in 1 Kings 3-10 and the royal psalms, the promulgation of
which, he suggests, supports the vested interests of the monarch and the royal court to
the extent that the people as a whole have no rights over the land.?”® Criticism of
Jerusalem — and the temple in particular — is not new, as Harold Turner observes: ‘All
great religious traditions have their internal sources of self-criticism and throw up
their own reformers, but there can be no people in history who have examined their
temples in the way that Israel and the Jews defended or opposed, reformed or re-

interpreted or even discarded the sanctuary that stood at the centre and basis of their

. . . 4
existence for more than a I'I'll]]ellllll.lﬂl..qIl27

Part of what we see here is a continuing tension between place and placelessness
evident in the scriptures. Though the people of Israel were rooted to the land, we must
not be blind to the fact that it is not just the New Testament that insists upon what

Belden Lane characterised as the supra-locative character of the divine-human

encounter:

Yahweh, unlike the mountain and fertility gods of the ancient Canaanites, refuses to be bound
by any geographical locale. All of the ‘high places® pretending to capture the divine presence
must be torn down as idolatrous in the highest degree. The prophet Nathan, wams David, as he
plans to build the temple, that no-one can presume to build a house for God. Yahweh, the one
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who dwells in thick darkness, will not remain ‘on call’ in Jerusalem, at the behest of the king (2
Sam7). A theology of transcendence will never be fully comfortable with place. Hence, the
tension between place and placelessness remains a fiercely vigorous one, struggling to
understand the truth of a great and transcendent God revealed in the particularity of place.?”

Whilst noting this, we should also be aware that there are many texts which speak of
Yahweh choosing to make himself known in particular locales which then become
holy, for example, to Moses at the burming bush?”® and Jacob at Bethel.”’ The
abhorrence of ‘high places’ 1s surely a result of their dedication to foreign Gods, not
antipathy to holiness of place. Similarly, against Nathan’s wamning to David we must
set the huge importance that Jerusalem and the temple develop in the Biblical
narrative from hereon. It would be a bold exegesis which would be prepared to write
all this off as an aberration. However, Lane 1s right to draw attention to the tensions
and we must concede that a delicate balance is necessary. In recent conversations with
me Walter Brueggemann has suggested that if he were to change anything of his 1977
publication it would be this: he i1s now more sympathetic to the importance of
Jerusalem, particularly in the post-exilic period. Certainly, though the place of
Jerusalem in the scheme of things is a complex question, we can concur with
W.D.Davies that ‘hopes in the land became more and more concentrated in that
cherished city which seemed to become the quintessence of the land, the focus of a

sense of place.’*”® For better or for worse Jerusalem looms large in the scriptures and

we must therefore pay particular attention to it.

Solomon, temple builder, had been told by Yahweh in his youth that if he would

‘walk before me, as David your father walked, with integrity of heart and uprightness,

doing according to all that I have commanded you, and keeping my statutes and
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ordinances, then I will establish your royal throne over Israel for ever.’*”” Solomon
forgot this, however, as he forgot the conditions for dwelling in the land: and it was
left, ironically, to the Queen of Sheba, a foreigner, to articulate them. There were
three facets of the covenant, as we saw: Yahweh, the land, and the people — and when
Yahweh began to be left out of the equation, whatever the status of Jerusalem, it was
inevitable that exile would follow. This necessity is articulated in the prophetic
writings, and the importance of the land and attitudes to it is made clearest in the
writings of Jeremiah. Jeremiah recites the whole history of Israel as the history of

land. He explains that the people of Israel went far from the Lord and ‘went after

280 . . ..
Habel characterises Jeremiah’s writings as

worthlessness and became worthless.
representing an ideology which ‘might best be described as a symbiotic relationship
between Yahweh, the land and the people of Israel’*®! in which the land is seen as a
personal gift from Yahweh. The land, he suggests, might almost be thought of as a
third party in the relationship. In all the ideologies Habel identifies, this is the one in

which we see the three way relationship to which I have referred operating most

clearly.

Neglect of the Lord meant that Israel had become foolish and stupid®®* and became so
bad that, according to Jeremiah, Yahweh has no alternative but to force the people
into exile. Faithfulness in this situation meant submitting to his will: ‘Like these good
figs, so I will regard as good the exiles from Judah, whom I have sent away from this
place to the land of the Chaldeans. I will set my eyes upon them for good, and I will
bring them back to this land. I will build them up and not tear them down; I will plant

them and not uproot them.”®™ The prophet Jeremiah was not the last person to
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meditate upon the experience of exile. The words of the Salve Regina®® have ensured
that the notion of being ‘exiled 1n this vale of tears® has become a powerful image for
Christians through the centuries. Only the Jews, however, have made exile (galuth) a
central metaphor in their lives. In reminding us of this, Wilken quotes the words of

the medieval Jewish poet Judah Halevi who describes the Jews as being ‘captives of

desire’. Wilken goes on to say:

This yearning to return has been nourished over the centuries by men and women who never
saw the land or nurtured any realistic hope they would see it in their lifetimes. In poetry and
works of devotion, in drawings on marriage contracts, in the bunting to festoon houses and
booths during the celebration of Sukkoth, in paintings on the Torah shrine and carvings on
copper plates used for Passover, Jews have displayed their longing. A marriage contract from
eighteenth-century Italy, for example, used the traditional benediction, ‘May the voice of the
bridegroom and bride be heard in the cities of Judah and in the streets of Jerusalem’ as well as
the psalm, ‘If I forget you, O Jerusalem, let my right hand wither’ (Ps 137). Marriage contracts
were illustrated with a picture of the holy city, Jerusalem.*®

But exile remains a desperate reality for many in today’s world. I noted in the last
chapter how the demise of place has made itself felt to disastrous consequence in the
lives of displaced people in the Twentieth century. That century has been described as
the century of the refugee and many millions in recent times have suffered the agonies
of sojourning in a refugee camp, almost always through no fault of their own. As
Mark Raper, who works among refugees, reminds us, ‘The number of refugees, that
is, those persons forced to leave their countries because of war, famine, persecution
and conflict, the traditional wellsprings of refugees, is today at least three times that of
the early eighties. Over ninety per cent of the world’s refugees come from the world’s
poorest countries and are hosted by them.”*®® In the Biblical narrative, however,
God’s faithfulness was experienced even 1n exile: the Lord allowed history to begin

anew for the hopeless exiles. There are resonances here with current experience. Mark
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Raper reminds us that it 1s important not to romanticise the experience of refugees
today, nor to idealise the experience of those who work with them but points out that
‘ironically, however, the most grace-filled encounters for both parties seem to occur at
the most inconvenient moments. They are mediated by the most unlikely of

messengers.’®’ Positive things take place in exile, just as they did for Israel, awful

though the experience is.

During the exile synagogues or ‘gathering places’ evolved for regular meetings and
these had spread to almost every settlement in the Diaspora by the time of Jesus. In
addition the home, which had from earliest times been a place for blessing and prayer,
acquired a new significance as time went on. This development was to prove vital for
the survival of Judaism for it meant that the destruction of the temple in 70AD did not
mean the end of Judaism.*® However, Biblical faith holds out the promise of
restoration and the enjoyment of a sense of place. Seeking after righteousness and
justice in a strange land will bring its reward for, as Jeremiah puts it, ‘I will be found
by you, says the Lord, and I will restore your fortunes and gather you from all the
nations and all the places where I have driven you, says the Lord, and I will bring you

back to the place from which I sent you into exile.”®®® Brueggemann draws our

attention to the significance of this promise:

That is the ultimate word of biblical faith. It is the word spoken to the first fathers in exile (Gen
12.1-3) and the affirmation of the last man at Calvary. It is the surprise of Easter which lies
beyond all our landless and landed expectations. Exile ended history because the two are
antithetical. But exile did not end Yahweh’s will for history, and he will, as he has before,
begin anew to make another history. The Bible never denies there is landlessness, but it rejects
every suggestion that landlessness is finally the will of Yahweh. Exiles, like the old sojourners,
live in this hope and for this plan which outdistances all reasonable hypotheses about history.
The exiles know about endings and about waiting. They find it to be a beginning beyond
expectation, nearly beyond celebration, but so his plan always is.*
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Israel did indeed return to the Promised Land and to the holy city but the ending of
the exile was not an occasion for great rejoicing since those who were able to do so

returned to a land under the control of new masters, the Persians. It was something
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less than full freedom in which Israel covenanted again for land“”" since Judea was

simply a province of the Persian Empire. In contrast to the period of the monarchy,
careful, respectful intention to honour the covenant for being in the land characterised
the Ezra community which believed that that the land could be kept by obedience. In
the face of a less than satisfactory restoration one of Israel’s responses was
apocalyptic and in this the imagery of the land is central, as it had been throughout
Jewish history. Here storied place, the holy land, with which Israel’s history is

inextricably entwined, remains a central image of salvation:

On that day the Lord their God will save them
For they are the flock of his people;

for like the jewels of a crown
they shall shine on his land.

How good and how fair it shall be!
Grain shall make the young men flourish,
and new wine the maidens.*”

This apocalyptic vision contrasts land in hope with land in possession. Brueggemann

concludes his consideration with the following comments:

This hope for transformed land, renewed land, new land, became a central point for expectant
Isracl (which is to be sharply contrasted to possessing, possessive Israel). They were indeed
‘prisoners of hope’ (Zech 9.12). They were enslaved to an expectation that the present
arrangement of disinheritance could not endure. And so they waited. They waited with radical
confidence because they did not believe that the meek Torah-keepers would finally be denied
their land. The Hellenistic world had created a keen sense of alienation. The promise was for
luxuriant at-homeness. And they waited. They could neither explain nor understand, but they
had a rhetoric which both required and bestowed hope upon them. And it was this Promised
Land which gave them identity and even sanity in a context where everything was denied.
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