Jerusalem’s Temple Mount

Part III: A Most Generous Act of Respect

By Dr. Richard L. Benkin

Arab and Arab/Muslim leaders take their maximalist demands as a point of pride, saying no to interfaith cooperation, no to acknowledging any religious rights or sensibilities other than their own.  Recently, the Palestinian Authority (PA) through its official web site and various government ministers has hardened that position even more.  This at a time when the world hopes it sees a glimmer of compromise and peace.  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?  

Stop for a moment and imagine the most treasured site for you and your co-religionists.  (If the reader does not have a strong religious faith, imagine your most treasured and revered national monument, the one that most represents your people; or an irreplaceable work of art or archeological relic.)  Imagine what it means for believing individuals.  Imagine the importance of passing on that reverence to one’s children.  Imagine now that it was destroyed and reduced to rubble, but your people still looked to it and prayed for its re-dedication.  You have incorporated it into your most solemn prayers, made its redemption central to all of your celebrations over centuries. In fact, Muslims can consider that we are speaking of the Great Mosque in Mecca. Imagine all of that.

Now imagine that powerful nations exclude your people from its presence for millennia.  During all that time those powerful nations, on the strength of their powerful armies, construct their own shrines on the site most revered by your people.  Not only that, but they then begin a massive campaign to deny that your people have any right to that holy shrine or that such rights ever existed, that your very shrine, built at 

G-d’s direction, ever existed.   If you can conceive of all that and feel that pain as if it were your own, you now have a budding sense of what it is like to be a Jew and gaze longingly at Jerusalem’s Temple Mount.

That is why the crowning achievement of the 1967 Arab-Israeli War for most Jews is not the stunning victory itself—although nothing else would have been possible without that—not the liberation of territory formerly occupied by Jordan and Egypt.  It is the reclamation and rededication of the Temple Mount and Western Wall of the Temple.  The most famous sound bite from that war contains the words of an Israeli soldier as he and his comrades fight their way to that holiest of spots. “The Temple Mount is in our hands,” he cries as he becomes part of unifying his people’s ancient capital, making the Jewish nation whole for the first time in almost two thousand years.  Those seven words were a response to the centuries of slaughter, torture, forced conversions, vilification and humiliation.

Yet, how did the nation of Israel and the Jewish people react to this greatest of events?  Did they evict the Muslims from their shrine?  Did they declare that henceforth, the Temple Mount shall be a holy site for Jews alone?  Did they destroy Al Aqsa and the Dome of the Rock, even though the latter was constructed deliberately upon what many consider to be the site of the “Holy of Holies?”  That is where ancient Israelite priests communicated with G-d?  No, they did not, although they could have, for the entire Arab world lay prostrate at their feet.  Too few people know that even before the war's end—within days of that Israeli soldier’s emotional cry—the great Israeli war hero Moshe Dayan sat down with Muslim leaders on the Al Aqsa prayer rugs where he ceded control of the Mount to the Muslim Waqf, headed by the Jerusalem Mufti.  Dayan assured them that despite Israeli control over the area, Muslims could maintain control of Jerusalem’s Temple Mount.  Israel would hold Muslim religious rights in greater reverence than it held Jewish rights.  All they asked in return was that the Waqf do nothing to change the status quo, that they not abuse this gift to desecrate the site or otherwise harm it.  The Waqf agreed.

In part, Israel did this out of respect for one of the world’s great religions, and one of the religions that sprang from Judaism.  But there were matters of politics and policy, as well.  From its birth in 1948 until the 1980s, one or another variant of the Labor Party led Israel.  Their leaders were by and large secularist and socialist.  For most of them, Dayan included, the Mount was little more than an "historical curiosity" for Jews.  Being committed to universal human rights, however, they respected its religious significance for Muslims.  That is why at the very height of its military dominance over the entire Arab world, the Israelis took this bold move unilaterally.  They didn’t have to do it.  The Arabs were no threat to them, and they had the world’s sentiment on their side.  They were David fighting the Arab Goliath and its 30 to one advantage.  But they did do it.  It was the first of many olive branches they offered the Arabs after the 1967 war.  That is why, by the way, that if the Arabs responded to Israel’s repeated peace overtures in the war’s aftermath, they would today have control over the entire West Bank, including its holy sites.  But they did not because Arab leaders’ agenda was not peace but Israel’s annihilation.  Barring that, continuous conflict would serve Arab despots well and keep their populaces from addressing their victimization at the hands of their own leaders.  And the world continues to suffer for it.

Even today, Dayan’s action, taken with the full authority of the Israeli government, stands in sharp contrast to consistent Arab policy.  During the 1948-1967 Arab occupation of Jerusalem, Jews were prohibited from praying at the Temple’s Western Wall, which became the most venerated site for Jewish prayer after the Temple’s destruction by the Romans.  At the same time, the Arabs destroyed synagogues, Jewish schools (yeshivot), and other sites, which had been standing in the city for centuries.  In fact, the Arabs expelled the entire Jewish population from Jerusalem’s Old City.  The same was true for Jewish holy sites throughout the area occupied by Jordan.  Jews, for instance, were not allowed near the Cave of Machpelah in Hebron, where their ancient patriarchs are buried.

In 2000, I stood atop Mt. Nebo in Jordan, the mountaintop where Moses observed the Children of Israel cross into the Promised Land, and where he ascended into heaven.  My wife—who is not Jewish—noticed the presence of Christian and Muslim commemorations on the site but nothing that represents the Jewish faith.  She told me she found that odd since she had always associated Moses and Mt. Nebo far more with Judaism than any other religion.  So, she asked our Jordanian guide why there was no Jewish commemoration.  “There are no Jews in Jordan,” he said matter-of-factly, and his admission in stark contrast with Jewish actions at the Temple Mount.  In 2003, as terrorist bombings at two Istanbul synagogues shocked the world, I thought it a perfect time to rectify that and heal the wound to interfaith unity.  I suggested to the Jordanians that they invite representatives of the synagogues to place a Jewish memorial on Mt. Nebo alongside those of the other two religions that honor Moses.  The Jordanians did not respond and Mt. Nebo still has no connection with the Jewish people.  Does Jewishless Mt. Nebo foreshadow what would happen to the Temple Mount if Israel ever cedes it to the Arabs?

The Arab ethic of religious exclusion extends to Christians, too.  Under the Palestinian Authority,” which Christians have been strong-armed out of Bethlehem and other ancient communities and their holy sites placed under Muslim control.  Christian communities are disappearing in the cradle of their faith.  It recently took direct action by the Israeli government to stop construction of a mosque in Nazareth, planned with the stated purpose of towering over the Basilica of the Annunciation, which marks the birthplace of Jesus.  During the centuries before Israel, mosques were built routinely upon Jewish holy sites, such as Rachael's Tomb near Bethlehem, where Arab/Muslim authorities now deny any Jewish religious rights at 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.


It is to Israel’s everlasting credit as a democratic and tolerant nation that it recognized a Muslim presence at Judaism’s holiest site.  When has any Arab state paid the same homage to Jewish religious sensitivities?  Never, but it is simply unthinkable that Israel would ban Muslim prayer at Al Aqsa the way Arabs bans Jewish prayer.  The world raised nary a peep over Jordan’s denial of Jewish rights during its occupation, but self-appointed pundits in the UN, Europe, and elsewhere falsely claim that Israel denies Muslim rights.  The fact is that Israel would not and did not do that, even at the height of its military triumph over an Arab world with the official and public policy was to destroy any Jewish state in the Middle East.

From the historic Dayan/Waqf meeting until the now-defunct Oslo accords in 1993, Jews and Muslims lived by a set of unspoken rules that neither would change the status quo on the Mount.  Muslims had unimpeded access to the Mount, and the Jewish historical record under it was not touched.  But Oslo changed all that as a terrorist government under Yassir Arafat took control of the formerly Jordanian-occupied territories.  Arafat, a totalitarian leader who robbed and raped his own people while spreading death and destruction across the globe, made sure that the Waqf, like all other Palestinian organizations, were submissive to him.  He dismissed the Jordanian Waqf, and replaced it with members loyal to him and his anti-Jewish and maximalist demands.

Israel’s Labor government naively assumed that it was dealing with a body committed to peace as it was.  After all, Arafat was received at the UN and the Clinton White House.  He was awarded a Nobel Prize, all the while telling the world one thing and his people something quite different.  Contrary to his speeches in New York and Washington, translations of Arafat’s Arabic diatribes were replete with assurances that current compromises were but necessary inconveniences.  He told them never to lose the goal of “one Palestine from the [Jordan] river to the [Mediterranean] sea,” which of course leaves no room for Israel.  And he repeatedly said that the Temple Mount was meant for Muslims alone and that they would never share it with “the Jews.”

Labor was too committed politically and ideologically to Oslo to threaten that cul de sac to a false peace over something that their secular philosophy found as trivial; and Arafat knew it, so he made his move and began moving the issue of the Temple Mount into the center of their negotiations.  Israel’s Labor Party leaders did not believe religious considerations to be important except for their political utility.  They viewed Jewish religious demands as obsolete obsessions of the Israeli right; and since the Israeli right was Labor’s opponent, they dismissed them.  They saw Arafat’s Al Aqsa demands as political, too, but thought that acceding to them would lead to peace.  So, the Israeli government protected Muslim prayer on the Temple Mount while banning Jewish and Christian prayer there.

In the same way that the Palestinian Arabs misused their autonomy under Oslo to build a terrorist infrastructure, they deliberately abrogated the previous rules about not changing the status quo on the Mount.  For eight years, from the Oslo Accords until the 2001 Arab terrorist revolts, Arabs waged a Temple Mount jihad with impunity.  With support from all over the Arab world, with Mecca’s blessing, and with millions of petrodollars from the Persian Gulf—the Waqf engaged in extensive and unsupervised "renovation" of the Mount.  The most damaging of them was construction of a new mosque under the Mount’s southeast corner.  Giving no regard to the sacred nature of the site—and in contradiction to the Quran—they ripped physical evidence of the ancient Jewish temples from the Mount and secreted it—often mixed with present-day garbage—in various spots around Jerusalem.  Workers haphazardly cut into the ancient walls to create an entrance for the new mosque.

Arabs claim that the archeological and religious outcry is all a hoax.  The less shrill among them claim that problems with the Mount’s structural integrity result from natural water run-off.  Others, including officials and imams, call it nothing more than a Jewish plot.  In their media and from their pulpits, they repeat their mantra of a Jewish conspiracy to undermine Muslim claims. One Iranian piece quotes the Jerusalem mufti of accusing those who have protested Waqf actions as creating "a big hue and cry to justify [Israel's] interference in [Muslim] affairs."  But it does not take a degree in physics to know that placing modern construction machines on top of ancient structures and tearing out parts of supporting walls are prescriptions for disaster, no matter who is doing it.

