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the world’s largest indoor model of first-century Jerusalem where
educational sessions by the park’s “biblical archaeologists” take
place daily (Fig. 10).

The Oasis Palms Café serves Holy Land fast food: the Goliath
Burger, Jaffa Hot Dog, Centurion Salad, Samson-Size Drumstick,
and a Land of Milk and Honey dessert (Fig. 11). In the Old Scroll
Shop, Jewish and Christian gift merchandise—such as Jewish
menorahs, ritual prayer shawls, and yamulkes —is available. There
are action figures, including an alluring Esther; Peter and John;
and Moses, with burning bush accessory. The gift shop is also
stocked with frankincense and myrrh, as well as matching Jew-
ish and Christian mug sets, one with God’s name in Hebrew, the
Tetragrammaton, and the other with Fesous Christos in Greek. Fully
integrating the symbols of the two religions are the Star of David
necklaces merged with Christian crosses made from olive wood
from the real Holy Land (Fig. 12).

The mixture of Jewish and Christian symbolism carries over to
the original nomenclature used for the Holy Land Experience’s
Temple as well. “Temple of the Great King” creates several levels
of ambiguity, leaving open the question: are we referring to YHWH,
divine King of Israel, King Herod the Great, builder of the Second
Temple, or the “Christian King” who worshipped there, namely
Jesus?# Inside the Temple is an auditorium, the “Theater of Life,”
where visitors settle down in air conditioning to view the entire
history of the world in a 20-minute video that begins with the
creation story of the Garden of Eden, moves to the binding of
Isaac, and culminates in the crucifixion, resurrection, and second
coming of Christ. Like the park itself, the cinematic experience
abbreviates and condenses human history into informational bites
essential to a supersessionist worldview.

The Temple is the fulcrum of the park’s layout and the literal
backdrop to Christian dramas performed daily. While the Temple
acts as a historical stage set for events that took place in Jerusa-
lem, the real backdrop being presented is the authoritative sacred
space of the Temple itself. In the actual Herodian Temple, the
presence of sacrificial blood on a large and central four-horned
altar took center stage and defined the layout and function of
the space itself. At the Holy Land Experience’s Temple show,

“Ancient Festivals of the Biblical World,” the centrality of blood
and sacrifice is recapitulated in a dramatic presentation with the
high priest, where gestures of sacrifice take place but a giant red
silken cross literally replaces the animal blood on a smoking four-
horned altar (Fig. 13). This strange juxtaposition of cross on altar,
both instruments of sacrifice, acts to convert the actual physi-
cal structure of the Jewish Temple and its accoutrements into a
Christian understanding of the death of Jesus as the definitive
blood sacrifice.

Criticism has come from several sectors of the Christian com-
munity concerned about the Holy Land Experience’s potential to
trivialize and consumerize faith.!* The Jewish community, however,
has been the source of the harshest criticism, taking issue with the
motive of founding president and chief executive officer of Zion’s
Hope, Marvin Rosenthal. A grandson of Orthodox Jews, Rosen-
thal converted to Christianity as a teenager and was ordained a
Baptist minister at age 33. Calling himself a “Hebrew Christian,”
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Rosenthal’s unapologetic goal is to bring the gospel’s message to
Jews.1¢ The mission statement of Zion’s Hope tells us:

The purpose of Zion’s Hope is a simple one, yet also bold, direct,
and far-reaching. Zion’s Hope seeks to graciously proclaim to the
Jewish people their need for personal salvation through Jesus the
Messiah and to proclaim the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ to all
men regardless of race, religion, gender, education, or national ori-
gin. Accordingly, Zion’s Hope seeks to educate the Bible-believing
church concerning the place of Israel in both history and proph-
ecy and assist it in fulfilling its God-given obligation to rightfully
include the Jewish people in its program for world evangelism.!”

Many Jewish leaders have perceived this mission, gracious or
not, as disrespectful to the integrity of the Jewish religion, and
such proselytizing efforts have ignited a number of protests from
local Jews, like Scott Marks, who staged a demonstration as the
park opened its doors to the public in 2001 (Fig. 14).1® Many mod-
erate Jewish responses echoed that of Arthur Teitelbaum of the
Anti-Defamation League, who invoked the First Amendment and
said that Zion’s Hope had the absolute right to build a theme park
based on the Bible, but that the Jewish community would be deeply
offended if the intention was to target Jews for conversion or make
false comparisons between Judaism and Christianity!® Others,
such as the Jewish Defense League’s Irv Rubin (now deceased),
demonstrated against the park’s opening, denouncing Holy Land
Experience founder Marvin Rosenthal as a “soul-snatcher” with a
decided goal of “the spiritual destruction of the Jewish people.”2°
According to the BBc, Rubin claimed that Mr. Rosenthal’s organi-
zation was part of a larger effort that had succeeded in converting
250,000 Jews to Christianity in the United States.?!

In addition to the Temple, other Jewish landmarks appear in the
Holy Land Experience and serve theatrical purposes for Christian
dramas, such as the Qumran caves—site of the Dead Sea Scrolls
(Fig. 15). In the daily show “Behold the Lamb,” Qumran forms the
backdrop for Jesus’ bloody walk to Calvary (Fig. 16). With Roman
centurions yelling “Clear the path!” the performance resembles a
medieval passion play in its narrative and graphic qualities. In the
midst of cell phones ringing, cameras clicking, videocams rolling,
and tourists drinking lemonade, a blood-drenched Jesus stumbles
and falls, is nailed to the cross, crucified, taken down, and found
missing from the empty tomb. A woman calls out, “He is Risen”—
a motif carried through to the topiaries in the park’s landscape
architecture —and the crowd finally glimpses a resurrected Jesus,
cleaned up and in white robes (Fig. 17). Afterward, visitors applaud
and line up for a photo op, not with Mickey or Minnie, but with
a bloody-handed, friendly centurion, or pose as if they are rolling
back the stone at Jesus’ tomb (Fig. 18).

The Orlando passion culminates at a replica of the so-called
Garden Tomb (Fig. 19), the site in Jerusalem regarded by many
Protestant Christians as the place of Jesus’ burial, in preference to
the quite different Church of the Holy Sepulchre, the structure
widely held by Catholic and Orthodox Christians to be the tomb
of Christ. The Jerusalem Garden Tomb (Fig. 20) was championed
in the 1880s by General George Gordon, the British military
adventurer best known to modern Americans through the 1966
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movie Khartoum, starring Charlton Heston. Gordon, a pious evan-
gelical, was in Jerusalem on a pause between colonial campaigns,
and seems to have been unimpressed by the cluttered church
literally overlaid with centuries of Catholic and Orthodox piety
and liturgy, and presumably by its foreignness too. He claimed the
other, more idyllic garden site was the original tomb, partly by
mistakenly identifying the placement of ancient and medieval city
walls, but just as importantly finding it a more genial vehicle for
the somewhat pastoral piety of nineteenth-century Protestant-
ism. In her book, Selling Jerusalem: Relics, Replicas, and Theme Parks,
Annabel Wharton elaborates on the Protestant avoidance and
outright rejection of the Holy Sepulchre: “Protestant Christians
found the ancient church, with its architectural irregularities and
multiple miracle-chapels, its candles, icons, ex-votos, incense, and
complex religious politics, too crudely corporeal and human for
their more cerebral and Romantic piety.”?? In Orlando, a similar
theology and piety seem to inform the careful selection and recon-
struction of this and other Jerusalem sites, producing a particular
kind of holy land “experience” connected to Protestant ideals, but
also to American values, privileging feelings, and the experiential
in religious practice.

The mapping of Protestant narratives onto ancient Jewish and
Christian histories, as well as the park’s most explicit departure
from its first-century restoration of Jerusalem, takes place in the
Holy Land Experience’s themed exhibit, the Scriptorium. The
architectural form of this building evokes Byzantine, domed,
ecclesiastical structures from Ravenna and Constantinople, and
in turn their highly evolved sacramental rituals. At the Holy Land
Experience, however, the Byzantine sacred space is devoted not to
the ritual of the Eucharist but instead to the Word of God. During
the hour-long walking tour of the Scriptorium, guests encounter
more than a dozen time periods and geographical settings crafted
to support the history of Bible production. Guests are greeted
by a lifelike talking “animatronic” figure of the Bible translator
John Wycliffe. There’s a Babylonian courtyard dominated by a re-
creation of the impressive Ishtar Gate to give a palpable context
to the clay cuneiform tablets in the exhibit. Visitors travel from
an ancient rotunda echoing with “the voices of the prophets” to
Egypt’s historic Library of Alexandria to view ancient papyri; from
an early church bindery from Constantinople to Gutenberg’s fif-
teenth-century print shop in Mainz, Germany, including a working
replica of his revolutionary printing press; from William Tyndale’s
ransacked workshop in Cologne to London’s vast Metropolitan
Tabernacle, a scene of nineteenth-century evangelical preaching;
and from a simple prairie church on the plains of the American
Midwest, where guests learn about missionaries to a rotunda
for the tour’s finale, featuring major biblical personalities in an
impressive laser show where tablets of the Ten Commandments
are etched in fire atop Mount Sinai. The lights go out and an enor-
mous cross hangs suspended and illuminated overhead. Finally on
their way out, Ex Libris, the Scriptorium’s book shop, offers guests
an extensive selection of Bible and history-related merchandise.

The Scriptorium pursues a logocentric historical narrative, fore-
grounding literary traditions and the sacralization of the Bible
itself, all the while carefully avoiding the story of Christianity’s own

28 - AUTUMN 2008



history and tradition of cultic worship. Standing in contradistinc-
tion to the sacrificial spaces of the Temple, the Tabernacle in the

‘Wilderness, or Byzantium’s history and culture of ritual, the Scripto-
rium represents the Protestant antidote to gesture, sacrament, and

action in its presentation of words, ideas, and personal faith.?3

At the Scriptorium, the tourist not only encounters imitations
and evocations of the ancient world, but real artifacts and relics,
all connected to the history of Bible production. In fact, the Scrip-
torium, which originated as a fundamentalist “Center for Biblical
Antiquities” in Michigan, is claimed to house the largest private
collection of biblical texts and artifacts in the world. Today it dou-
bles as a research institute as well as a theme park display.

The work of Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, Ivan Karp, and
others has alerted us to problems inherent in museum displays,
especially in the collapsing of categories between the real and the
represented.?* While the Scriptorium displays authentic artifacts,
including clay cuneiform tablets, ostraka, and papyri, the most con-
troversial are the park’s holdings of Torah scrolls. The Harvard Plu-
ralism Project reported in 2002 that, “Segments of Hebrew Torah
scrolls are attached directly to the walls and sprayed in acrylic
throughout the park. The Central Florida Jewish community has
expressed outrage with Zion’s Hope for its possession of anywhere
up to 30 deteriorating Torah scrolls that are part of the Scripto-
rium collection.”? Because some of the scrolls are believed to be
more than 600 years old, concern has been expressed by local Jew-
ish leaders, like Rabbi Daniel Wolpe, who said at the time of the
park’s opening: “A Torah should not be a display item. It is a holy
item, and it should not be used. If a synagogue took a holy item of
another faith and displayed it like it was a museum piece, the other
faith would be justifiably upset. We would be justifiably upset to see
something holy to us used as a museum piece.”?6 Marvin Rosenthal
of the Holy Land Experience responded matter of factly that Torah
scrolls are on display in museums worldwide. An additional prob-
lem related to the scrolls is the question of provenance. Because
the Van Kampen Foundation, which initially built the private bibli-
cal collection and supplied the scrolls, has no documentation about
the scrolls’ origins, some have speculated that the Torahs may have
been among those stolen from European synagogues during World
War II and its aftermath.2”

Related to questions of religious display are issues of exhibiting
ethnicities and cultures. Burke Long, Frank Johnson, and others
have compared the Holy Land Experience to similar American
theme parks and world’s fairs — such as Palestine Park in New York,
or Christ of the Ozarks in Arkansas—pointing out the oriental-
izing themes that pervade them.28 In Orlando, Christian employ-
ees engage in an interesting series of what Jeffrey D. Feldman calls
“cross-dressings”?? —evangelical Protestants suiting up as ancient
Romans, as Jesus the Jew, as good Jews who convert to the mes-
sianic truth of Jesus, and as bad Jews who heckle Jesus about being
the Son of God during his ministries show in the “Judean village.”
‘While Jesus performs miracles in modest “biblical” attire, Jewish
figures appear dressed in high liturgical regalia with Jewish prayer
shawls; they stand strategically on the Hill of Golgotha beside the
instruments of Jesus’ death, signaling their association with the
Jewish authorities who were ostensibly responsible for his demise
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(Fig. 21). And finally, the theme of cross dressing takes on a literal
sense in the “Ancient Festivals” show when the Temple is physically
clothed in a red silken cross, converting the Jewish Temple and its
altar area to Christianity’s preeminent and iconic symbol. The con-
version of Judaism’s legendary building mirrors Marvin Rosenthal’s
own biography of conversion and reinforces the mission of Zion’s
Hope to proselytize modern-day Jews.

Questions of ethnic and religious representation also emerge in
the park’s claim to represent Jerusalem only up until the year 66 of
the Common Era. The architecture of the streets (Fig. 22) draws,
however, from later Crusader and Ottoman Jerusalem. Notably
missing in Orlando’s 4,000-year spatial distillation is any deeper
or positive acknowledgement of Arab or Muslim presence beyond
the Arabian Chicken wrap and Bedouin Beef pita pockets at the
Oasis Palms Café, where Arabic musak is piped through the speak-
ers.39 One wonders if the Holy Land Experience’s abbreviated and
selective version of Jerusalem’s constituency reflects a larger abbre-
viated and selective theological worldview that embraces only two
groups of chosen people in God’s eyes, Jews and Christians.

In their exhibition catalogue, Encounters with the Holy Land:
Place, Past and Future in American Jewish Culture, Jeffrey Shandler
and Beth Wegner point out that the very use of the term “Holy
Land” carries polemical implications. Holy Land was a term used
most frequently in the nineteenth century to denote the territory
of the Bible—frozen in time and removed from history3! Such
nomenclature disregards changing political and territorial entities
that have shaped the area, manifested in a range of other signifiers,
such as the Levant, Palestine, Zion, and Eretz Israel, among oth-
ers. Moreover, efforts at monumentalizing the Herodian Temple
in this recreation of Jerusalem involves more than mere recon-
struction. Its presence places the Dome of the Rock, which sits
on the same spot today, under a kind of erasure, I would argue, and
brings to fruition in Orlando an evangelical and dispensationalist
agenda for Jerusalem.

The most problematic of all the exhibits may not be the Jeru-
salem Temple, but its own archetypal forerunner, the Wilderness
Tabernacle. The website boasts: “Inside the Wilderness Taber-
nacle, join other guests on a remarkable high-tech, multimedia
exploration of Israel’s ancient priesthood, which points to Jesus
Christ, the Lamb of God.”32 The show begins with a recording of a
Hebrew prayer from Yom Kippur.3? Our guide is a priestly descen-
dent of Aaron, Moses’ brother. The show portrays him lighting the
menorah and offering sacrifice, and culminates with steam shoot-
ing out of the Ark of the Covenant at 40 miles per hour in a scene
evocative of “Iron Chef” meets Raiders of the Lost Ark (Fig. 23). At
the end of the performance, voices chant that one day the prom-
ise of Zion will be fulfilled, and the burnt offerings of the ancient
Hebrews “would someday lead to God offering the ‘perfect lamb’
to die for the sins of the world.” A white outline of Mary, Joseph,
and baby Jesus flash on the screen.3* As Burke Long put it, “Itis a
de-Judaized construction of historical Judaism.”35

The typological mapping of Christian belief systems and sym-
bols onto Jewish sacred and sacrificial history is familiar to us from
patristic and medieval operative strategies. But I wonder if there
is an additional or even fundamentally different element at work
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here. The Holy Land Experience departs from early Christian
devices, which aimed to appropriate yet decisively distinguish
Christianity from Judaism, all the while asserting Christianity as
the successor to its precursor. Like the Cross and Star of David
necklaces in the gift shop, or tapestries hanging nearby that illus-
trate the grafting together and co-existence of Christian and Jew-
ish symbols, Orlando’s Holy Land Experience attempts not to dis-
tinguish and affirm disparities between Judaism and Christianity,
but rather to dissolve differences that define the two traditions. In
a nutshell, it’s okay to accept Jesus and stay Jewish.

This premise continues to define the underlying principle of
the park despite the change in ownership. For example, the new
proprietor, Trinity Broadcast Network, has made a number of
changes: the Temple of the Great King is now referred to simply as
the Great Temple; there are no more Torah scrolls glued up on the
walls as display items; the appearance of the park is being spruced
up to serve as a backdrop for television shows and movies, creating
a “faith-based Universal Studios”; and the language of the mission
that once targeted Jews now seeks “to graciously proclaim to all
people...the need for personal salvation through Jesus.”¢ Yet, TBN
chief of staff Paul Crouch, Jr. recently affirmed that the park still

“wants people educated in the Torah, the Wilderness Tabernacle”
and that the “Jewish believer doesn’t have to forgo Judaism to be a
Christian believer.”3” Walking through the Orlando turnstiles, the
visitor experiences a strange juxtaposition of Jewish and Christian
landmarks in a complex theological landscape that merges the two
religious traditions into one make-believe, synthetic construct.

This is most evident in the map of the Holy Land Experience
provided to visitors (Fig. 24), where an unobstructed path leads
the visitor effortlessly among Jewish and Christian entities—from
the Tabernacle in the Wilderness and Qumran caves, to the Gar-
den tomb of Christ, past the Jerusalem Temple and Oasis Palms
Café, to the Byzantine Scriptorium.3® While medieval pilgrimage
itineraries, such as twelfth-century crusader maps of Jerusalem,3®
reconfigured actual geographical features to fashion a landscape
overlaid with Christian typological understanding, the Holy Land
Experience literally levels mountains and moves rivers in its three-
dimensional, interactive evocation of Christianity’s own Jewish
hinterland. The Orlando pilgrimage route does more than geo-
graphically and temporally juxtapose and conflate these locations
into a condensed landscape. The visitor experiences them without
disjuncture within a strategy of weaving and aggregation that pres-
ents Jewish and Christian elements, not in competition or even
succession, but as a single congruent organization. To quote Timo-
thy Beal, author of Roadside Religion, which addresses another such
theme park, Holy Land USA in Bedford, Virginia, “the production
of space is a form of biblical interpretation” in itself.4° In other
words, built environment acts as exegesis.

The topographical proximity of the sites links them symboli-
cally into a seamless theological and historical narrative, present-
ing Judaism and Christianity as simultaneously co-existent and
compatible entities. Pivotal to this composite narrative stands a
reinvented and structurally converted Jerusalem Temple, acting
as center and axis mundi to the entire site, and manifesting the
inescapable symbolic power of a Temple that won’t quit. ™
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