Jerusalem’s Temple Mount

Part I:  Opportunity Squandered

By Dr. Richard L. Benkin

My sources in Muslim Asia have told me that there is a rumor going around—and generally believed—that the Israeli government is hindering Muslim access to Al Aqsa and to Muslim prayer on Jerusalem’s Temple Mount in general.  I was aghast to hear that, because nothing could be further from the truth.  In fact, the only prayer the Israeli government allows on the Temple Mount is Muslim prayer!  Attempts to demonize Israel’s behavior with respect to the Temple Mount are purely political and have no basis in fact.  They have nothing to do with Islam and everything to do with power politics and anti-Jewish racism.

Unfortunately, news sources throughout much of Asia deliberately exclude these facts, depriving the citizens of Bangladesh and elsewhere the right to make their political choices on the basis of the most accurate and objective information available.  But in the tradition it started three years ago, Weekly Blitz offers its readers information that other newspapers hide for ideological and funding reasons.  The position of these ideologues and their mouthpieces makes great sense from their point of view.  For by controlling the information you get to see, they control the way you view the world.  Since its inception, Weekly Blitz  has been dedicated to providing its readers open and free access to information kept from them elsewhere.  On no topic has the truth been more egregiously distorted than on the Middle East, and perhaps no subject about the Middle East has been so terribly misreported than Jerusalem’s Temple Mount.

Called haram al-Sharif by Arabs, the Temple Mount represents the single greatest opportunity for Middle East peace, as well as being a potential symbol of interfaith understanding and cooperation of monumental proportions.  Instead, Arabs—not Israelis—have politicized it into an anti-Israeli cudgel of extremism.  The effort began with those who most adamantly reject any Jewish State and soon became an article of Arab faith.  It infiltrated and has been supported by virtually every one of their social and political institutions, ever fearful of deviating from the orthodoxy of hate that informs their societies, enforced their autocratic leaders and secret police.

What a tragic loss!  For readers, you can count on two things.  One, the Israelis will never give up Jerusalem’s Temple Mount; and two, Muslim worship at Al Aqsa has fared infinitely better under Israeli sovereignty than it ever did under the Jordanians, British, Turks, or the various and sundry Jerusalem Muftis.  Israeli sovereignty over the Temple Mount and the Old City of Jerusalem is an historical fact.  It will not change.  It is reality.  Productive dialogue toward peace must recognize it, or we will delve into eternal conflict over that eternal city.

Fact:  The 1947 UN Partition of Palestine that created the State of Israel also created a Palestinian Arab State.  The Partition also called for Jerusalem to be internationalized and its “Holy Sites” protected. Israel accepted it; the Arabs rejected it.  During Arab occupation of Jerusalem, 1948-1967, Jews were barred from its holy sites. 

Ever since Israel reclaimed the Temple Mount and the Old City of Jerusalem in 1967, that nation has been committed to protecting Muslim prayer at the site, even to the exclusion of Jewish and Christian prayer! That is a difficult truth for Jews wishing to pray at their religion’s holiest site.  The reality is that Israel—not the Palestinian Authority, not Jordan, not Saudi Arabia, and certainly not the radicals issuing their genocidal threats and false and antisemitic claims from Iran—has been the great defender of Al Aqsa and Muslim rights since 1967.  One would expect this would to be cause for building the greatest interfaith coalition that the Middle East, and perhaps the world, has ever seen.  Perhaps if Jews and Muslims, Arabs and Israelis could find common ground here, it would be the cornerstone for true peace in the Middle East.  Imagine: the Jewish State defending Muslim rights; Muslims and Jews together sharing this most holy religious site!  

Since Israel regained Jerusalem’s Old City, including the Temple Mount, in 1967, attendance at Al Aqsa prayer has been much greater than ever and far in excess of anything that existed during the Jordanian occupation of Jerusalem prior to its liberation that year.  In fact, things have been so good at Al Aqsa that Muslim officials—with Israeli government approval—have built an additional mosque under Al Aqsa, which they ripped out of the ancient foundations of the Temple Mount.  But even that was evidently not enough to accommodate all those whom the Muslim authorities expect to pray there.  Just this fall, Muslim officials announced that they were seeking permission to build yet another mosque in the Temple Mount itself.  That hardly sounds like a situation born of low prayer attendance!  To the contrary, it is one of many pieces of evidence testifying to a flourishing Muslim religious presence at Israel’s Temple Mount.

Unfortunately, it is a sad fact of our time that things, which can bridge the gap between peoples, between cultures are often transformed into flash points that are used to divide them.  Things that can bring peace become the flints that ignite war.  Perhaps the two sides had a prayer for peace in 2000, when US President Bill Clinton tried to broker a lasting peace between Israelis and Palestinians.   While the record of the 2000 Camp David and Taba peace talks is clear, there are those who provide varying spins and interpretations nonetheless.  One point, however, is not in dispute by any party.  A major issue on which the peace talks foundered was the Temple Mount.  Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Barak began by asking for shared authority over the Mount.  Palestinian leader Yassir Arafat flatly refused even to consider it. So, the Americans and Israelis tried again—and again and again.  Ultimately, Barak and Clinton offered the following compromise: The Palestinians could have their own state with Jerusalem as its capital as well as sovereignty over the Temple Mount.  The Israelis asked only for sovereignty over the ancient provinces under the Mount where the Jews’ ancient temples were located.  Arafat again refused.  So, Barak tried again, offering Arafat complete control of the Mount.  All he wanted in exchange was for Arafat to acknowledge that the Jews have religious ties to the Mount.  And again Arafat refused without any possibility of discussing the matter, at which point, Clinton and Barak realized that they had no partner for peace.  Arafat and his entourage would settle for nothing less than the eradication of Israel itself.  They would not accept any Jewish State in the Middle East, any Land of Israel on any soil.  They recalled that Arafat and his associates founded the Palestinian Liberation Organization in 1964—three years before “the occupation”—and never demanded a West Bank/Gaza state from the Arabs occupying those territories (Jordan and Egypt respectively).  Those territories, by the way, included the entire Old City of Jerusalem, including the Temple Mount.  Thus, revealed again, that the conflict at the Temple Mount has to do with partisan political goals, not the religion itself.

This is not in dispute because many Arab and Arab/Muslim leaders take their maximalist demands as a point of pride.  They proudly say no to interfaith cooperation, no to acknowledging any religious rights or sensibilities other than their own.  In fact, subsequent statements by Arab and Arab/Muslim leaders confirm that stance.  Recently, the Palestinian Authority (PA) through its official web site and various government ministers have hardened that position even more.  They now claim that even the Temple’s Western Wall, which has served as the Jews’ holiest site for the centuries that the Temple Mount has been denied them, is a Muslim holy site and has no connection to the Jewish people.

Such is the story of Jerusalem’s Temple Mount, and to a lesser extent other holy sites in the Holy Land.  How did it happen?  What is going on there today?  And how should we—Muslims and Jews of good faith—react?  Those questions will be explored in this six part series on the Temple Mount in Jerusalem.

