Jerusalem’s Temple Mount

Part II:  Mideast Flash Point or Interfaith Opportunity

By Dr. Richard L. Benkin

The triumph of ideology over truth has deprived Bangladeshis and others of free access to the full story about Jerusalem’s Temple Mount.  Hence we find that people in Muslim Asia are fed unfounded rumors if not outright lies that are too far from truth to even qualify as good fiction.  Rumbles that the Israeli government hinders Muslim access to Al Aqsa and to Muslim prayer on Jerusalem’s Temple Mount in general is a total distortion of the truth.   Israel, in fact outlaws Jewish prayer on the Mount, has even arrested Jews for attempting it.  The only prayer the Israeli government does allow 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.

Jerusalem’s Temple Mount (called haram al-Sharif by Arabs) represents the single greatest opportunity for Middle East peace and interfaith cooperation, but has instead been transformed by Arabs into an anti-Israeli cudgel of extremism.  Their autocratic leaders, secret police forces, and centers of oil-soaked power and money have a vested interest in keeping you ignorant so as to cloak their own misdeeds and misappropriation of monies that should be used to alleviate real suffering and social problems that exist within their societies and in Muslim Asia as a whole.

Like the false belief that Israel will ever allow itself to overwhelmed by invading Arabs—whether through the so-called right of return or via continuously futile military ventures—the canard that Israel will give up its hard won sovereignty over Jerusalem’s Temple Mount is a false hope.  When Arabs controlled the Mount, Jews were not allowed there.  With Israelis in control, Muslim prayer has flourished such that the Waqf (Muslim body to which the Israelis gave administrative control of the Mount) has built additional mosques within the ancient precincts of that holy site.  The cynical use of religion to support very mundane and personal interests fans the flames of those in this world that see religion as the essential culprit in the Middle East conflict, in fact, wars in general.


But Religion is NOT the real Problem

Those who claim that religion is the greatest source of dissention among us point to war after war fought by opposing sides that both claim to be fighting for G-d.  We see it today in those who call international terrorism is Muslim phenomenon, that it is animated by the tenets of Islam, and that those who commit these heinous acts are doing so to the greater glory of the Muslim faith.  Then there are those on the other side of this War on Terror who claim that their acts are not terrorism.  They proudly become shahid because they say they are acting to stop infidels who are attacking Islam.  Specifically, they site Crusaders—by which they refer to Christians—and Zionists, which they use to define Jews.  But while these two sets of voices are the loudest, they are also both mistaken; and they have given much of the world a mistaken notion of religion.  For it is not religion itself that is at the core of war.  It is the politicization of religion; the cynical use of religion to achieve transitory and self-serving political ends.  That is why the terrorists are not Islam itself; and the War on Terror is not a war on Islam.

The Land of Israel is at the center of what seems the most intractable of all international conflict.  And at the heart of that conflict is the Temple Mount in Jerusalem.  Perhaps no one thing epitomizes both the promise and the heartbreak of the Middle East, as does the Temple Mount.  The corruption of Islam to serve petty political ends is at root what is fanning the flames in the Arab-Israeli conflict; and it is that which animates the corruption of truth about the Temple Mount.

There was a time long, long ago when different geographical regions represented hegemony for different faiths.  In fact, ancient states often would cap a military victory by stealing their defeated opponent’s “god.”  Thus, we read in the Bible (1st Samuel 5:1-4) how the Philistines carried off the Hebrews’ Ark of the Covenant (the holy vessel containing the tablets of the Ten Commandments) after defeating them in battle.  (Thus, too, the defeat was taken as a sign of G-d’s disfavor, which was regained as indicated when the Hebrews defeated their coastal enemies and took back the holy artifacts that were their.)  Previous eras thereby created religiously defined regions.  Our international landscape is peppered with monuments and holy sites to those regions. But conquests, re-conquests, and their repetition subsequently confused the neat definitions that leaders hoped would give legitimacy to their military adventures, including those of the caliphates.  As one nation or religion gained ascendancy over a region previously under another, holy sites often became holy to multiple faiths.

There was also a time, not quite so long ago, when it was considered correct to exclude or proclaim rightless the members of all religions save one in an area.  And in those instances, a site’s “true” religious meaning was determined not by the tenets of the faith but by the political or military power that ruled over it.  The clumsy attempt to separate South Asian Hindus and Muslims gives testimony to the fact that such things are impossible today.  True, India is Hindu and Pakistan and Bangladesh Muslim.  India, however, has the world’s third largest Muslim population.  Bangladesh has the world’s largest Hindu minority.  There are so many Hindus in Bangladesh that taken alone, they would rank as the 64th largest nation in the world.  Even Pakistan has the world’s third largest Hindu minority.  Tensions remain so high among these countries that the world still fears nuclear war between India and Pakistan.  Yet, it is a sad fact of our time that despite revolutions in mass communication, civil rights, and developing international standards of right and wrong, so many people still fail to see that concepts of religious hegemony and exclusivity over holy sites are also best relegated to the dustbins of history.  They fail to grasp the fact that it would be better for everyone if holy sites were not made centerpieces in geopolitical conflicts, if politicians did not try to manipulate the faith of ordinary people.  Not merely outdated, this concept is also a source of ongoing contention.

Visitors to Rome’s Coliseum and other sites of former Roman glory can see a giant cross and other monuments of Christianity’s triumph over paganism.  That is not much of a problem today because there are not many people who still pray to the gods and goddesses of ancient Rome.  But that sort of action has been a problem—often a deadly one—when the battle is between two living religions.  Certainly, we have seen it at sites such as Ayodhya in India, in the Taliban’s defacement of the ancient statues of Buddha, and in the Catholic-Protestant war in Ireland.  Nowhere is this more destructive, however, than in the Middle East: birthplace of the three Abrahamic religions, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.  Although there are both Jewish and Muslim exclusionists on the Temple Mount issue, the reality is that among mainstream leaders both political and secular, only one side has consistently recognized the religious sensibilities and claims of the other.  That side is the Israeli side.

There is a very famous bit of tape from the 1967 Arab-Israeli War. It is a recorded radio message from an Israeli soldier fighting his way through Jerusalem.  We can hear the sound of gunfire as he and his comrades regain the holy city that was forcibly emptied of its Jewish population and Jewish sites by the occupying Jordanians.  Suddenly, the soldier shouts:  “The Temple Mount is in our hands!”  For Jews everywhere, those words stirred the deepest emotions. Those seven words were a response to the centuries of slaughter, torture, forced conversions, vilification and humiliation.  The Temple Mount—the center of the Jewish faith; the Temple Mount—which was denied to Jews for centuries and which Jews could not even approach during the Arab occupation of Jerusalem; the Temple Mount was finally accessible again.  In certain respects, it was the greatest achievement of the 1967 conflict.

But the Temple Mount is not “in our hands.”  Since 1967, literally millions of Muslims have prayed there.  They have expanded the Al Aqsa complex, even built new mosques there, and have been allowed to maintain exclusive religious rights to the Mount.  During that entire time, no Jewish prayer was heard atop Jerusalem’s Temple Mount, the holiest site in Judaism. In fact, Jews are not even allowed to ascend the Mount without special permission, rarely granted by the government of Israel.  When it has been, the Jewish visitors are kept under strict surveillance and often escorted off the Mount by Israeli police.

Many people are incredulous, or at least surprised, when they hear about this.  According to the uniform flow of information they encounter in the media, on college campuses, and from the UN rails against Israeli control of Jerusalem, it is the Muslims who are being denied access to the Mount.  Every few weeks, some cleric or political leader cries out that Al Aqsa is being attacked when, in fact, it has never been better.  That’s right, even though the 1967 Six-Day War was a stunning Israeli victory over the combined forces of several Arab states, and without a single drop of US or other foreign assistance, it has been good news for Al Aqsa!


During the centuries before Israel, mosques were built routinely upon Jewish holy sites, such as Rachael's Tomb near Bethlehem.  Later, politically motivated and connected Muslim authorities attempted to deny the fact that there were any Jewish religious rights to the spot.  If current actions are left unchecked, the Temple Mount will fare likewise. One day, the world will assume what Jerusalem’s mufti has declared: that the Mount is a sacred place "only for the Muslims, around the globe."  It happened then, and it's happening now.  Can anyone of faith—or even of good conscience—support returning to a time before equal rights were acknowledged as universal human right?  Let us hope not.


The principle of religious exclusivity, that one faith is superior to all others, lies at the root of this transformation.  The situation began with one of most conceivably generous and religiously sensitive actions in recent memory, that is, Israeli recognition of a Muslim presence on the Temple Mount at a time when the balance of power was such that Israel could have treated the matter any way it wanted.  Today, the Temple Mount is the most intractable flash point in the Middle East conflict.  During the 2000 Camp David and Taba peace talks, US President Bill Clinton and Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Barak offered to resolve the conflict by forever granting Muslims control of the Temple Mount itself—including the rock upon which Jewish tradition says the world was founded.  All Israel wanted was title to what lies beneath, which we now know contains remains of both Jewish Temples.  Arafat flatly rejected any agreement that shared the Mount or even acknowledged any Jewish religious rights—even shared—to the Mount.

The principle of religious exclusivity is nothing less than the difference between tolerance and intolerance, conflict and cooperation, peace and war.  It is the real underlying cause of the carnage that continues in the Middle East.  And perhaps more of a shame, no less than today’s terrorists, these espousers of religious exclusivity have made it seem that the principle is essentially Muslim, instead of the corruption of Islam by Arab and other nationalisms.

Could it be that they do not believe there is sufficient justice to support their position on Israel without the addition of lies, of hatred, of distortion?  Are they so shallow in their faith that they see the mere acknowledgement that other faiths exist and have historical reality as an essential defeat?  Their actions have little to do with that faith and everything to do with their own interests and personal insecurities.

