JERUSALEM: THE CITY OF PROPHETS

Jerusalem …

The holy city where the three revealed religions meet…

A sacred land from where the Prophet Muhammad (may God bless him and grant him peace) made his miraculous ascent to heaven,

Where the Prophet Jesus (peace be upon him) was born and lived,

Where the Prophet Solomon (peace be upon him) erected the holy temple,

And where many other prophets lived, where they struggled for God’s cause, and where they were martyred.

All these features make Jerusalem, and the area surrounding it, a sacred place for Jews and Christians, as well as for Muslims.

When the Prophet Moses (peace be upon him) freed the Israelites from Pharaoh’s oppression and led them out of Egypt, it was to these lands that he brought them.

That makes it a holy region for Jews.

It is believed that the Prophet Jesus was born in a town in this region, called Nazareth.

This makes the region sacred for Christians.

The reason why Jerusalem is sacred for Muslims is that the city is home to the holy al-Aqsa Mosque.

Almighty God refers to the al-Aqsa Mosque by name in the Qur’an, and reveals that He has made this place of worship sacred: 

Glory be to Him Who took His servant on a journey by night from the Masjid al-Haram to the Masjid al-Aqsa, whose surroundings We have blessed, in order to show him some of Our signs. He is the All-Hearing, the All-Seeing. (Surat al-Isra’, 1) 

The miracle of night journey revealed in the Qur’an, in other words, our Prophet being taken from the Masjid al-Haram in Mecca to the al-Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem and back in one night, is one of the greatest miracles in the life of the Prophet Muhammad.

According to accounts, the ascent of our Prophet to heaven took place on that same night in the area of Jerusalem where the al-Aqsa Mosque is located.

According to historical sources and the interpretations made by Islamic scholars, the night journey that took place one year before the Hijrah is one of the most important events in Islamic history.

The Mosque was also the first direction where Muslims faced to perform the daily prayer.

Our Prophet and his people faced the direction of the al-Aqsa Mosque when performing the daily prayers for years, until Kaaba eventually replaced this location. 

The city of Jerusalem being a sacred spot in Islam has led to Muslims attaching a special importance to it in all periods.

As a result, Muslims have always brought peace, tranquillity, justice, and tolerance to these holy lands, throughout the history of Islam.

ISLAMIC RULE IN JERUSALEM

Jerusalem was the Jewish capital until 71 AD.

But in that year, Roman armies carried out a major attack on the Jews and exiled them from the region after enormous savagery.

As the period of the diaspora began for the Jews, Jerusalem and the area surrounding it were abandoned.

However, following the conversion of the Roman Empire to Christianity during the reign of the Emperor Constantine, Jerusalem again became a focus of interest.

Christian Romans constructed churches in Jerusalem.

They lifted the prohibition on Jews settling in the region.

Palestine remained Byzantine (Roman) territory until the 7th century.

The Persians occupied the region for a short time, but Palestine was then restored to Byzantine rule.

For the injustices and oppression they suffered under Byzantine rule to come to an end, the people of Palestine waited for years while also undergoing various forms of want and poverty.

The greatest turning point in the history of Palestine came with the conquest of the region by Muslim armies in 637 AD.

This conquest meant that Palestine, which for centuries had been the scene of wars, exile, plundering and massacre, and had frequently changed hands among different faiths and again suffered new savagery, finally attained peace and security.

The dominion of Islamic moral values was the beginning of an age in which the different faiths in Palestine could live together in peace.

Palestine was captured by Omar (may God bless him), the second caliph. Omar’s entry into Jerusalem and the tolerance, maturity, and gentleness he displayed towards the different faiths there, heralded a joyous new age.

In her book Holy War, the British historian and Middle East expert, Karen Armstrong, describes Omar’s capture of Jerusalem: 

The Caliph Omar entered Jerusalem mounted on a white camel, escorted by the magistrate of the city, the Greek Patriarch Sophronius. The Caliph asked to be taken immediately to the Temple Mount and there he knelt in prayer on the spot where his friend Mohammed had made his Night Journey. The Patriarch watched in horror… Next Omar asked to see the Christian shrines and, while he was in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, the time for Muslim prayer came round. Courteously the Patriarch invited him to pray where he was, but Omar as courteously refused. If he knelt to pray in the church, he explained, the Muslims would want to commemorate the event by erecting a mosque there, and that would mean that they would have to demolish the Holy Sepulchre. Instead Omar went to pray at a little distance from the church, and, sure enough, directly opposite the Holy Sepulchre there is still a small mosque dedicated to the Caliph Omar.

The other great mosque of Omar was erected on the Temple Mount to mark the Muslim conquest, together with the mosque al-Aqsa which commemorates Mohammed's Night Journey. For years, the Christians had used the site of the ruined Jewish Temple as the city rubbish dump. The Caliph helped his Muslims to clear the garbage with his own hands and there Muslims raised their two shrines to establish Islam in the third most holy city in the Islamic world. (Karen Armstrong, Holy War, MacMillan, London, 1988, pp. 30-31)
The Muslims brought “civilization” to Jerusalem and all of Palestine. 

Savage and barbaric beliefs, that had no respect for one another’s sacred values and perpetrated massacres solely because of others’ different beliefs, were abandoned.

The just, tolerant, and peace-loving culture of Islam now dominated the region.

Following its capture by Omar, Muslims, Christians, and Jews lived in Palestine for centuries in peace and tranquility.

One decree of protection issued by Omar is an excellent example of the tolerant and just conception of Islamic moral values: 

This decree is for the protection of all members of the local people, sick and healthy, good and wicked, of their religions, souls, property, churches and synagogues. In the same way that churches are not to be ruined, neither are the houses and nothing will be taken from them. None of the people will suffer the slightest harm. The elements written in this book are guaranteed by God and His Prophet and are the responsibility of the caliphs and believers.

Muslims made no attempt to force anyone to convert to Islam, although some non-Muslims who saw that Islam was the True Faith turned to it of their own free will.

Peace and tranquility continued in Palestine for as long as Muslims ruled the region.

At the end of the 11th century, however, an invasion force entered the region from the outside and plundered the civilized lands of Palestine with a hitherto unseen barbarity and savagery.

Those barbarians were the Crusaders.

CRUSADER SAVAGERY

While members of all the three faiths in Palestine were living together in peace and tranquility, Christians in Europe decided to organize a “Crusade.”

Following the call issued by Pope Urban II at the Council of Clermont on 25 November, 1095, more than one hundred thousand people from all over Europe set out for Palestine in order to “take back the Holy Land from the Muslims.” But actually, their agenda was to gain possession of the legendary riches of the East.

Following a long and exhausting journey, and much pillaging and killing of Muslims en route, the Crusaders reached Jerusalem in 1099.

After a siege lasting some five weeks, the city fell and the Crusaders entered in.

The Crusaders perpetrated savagery that had seldom been equalled before.

They put all the Muslims and Jews in the city to the sword.

The Crusader army killed some forty thousand Muslims in Jerusalem in just two days.

The peace and tranquility in Palestine that had lasted since the time of Omar came to an end with a terrible slaughter.

The barbaric Crusader army took Jerusalem as its capital and founded a Latin kingdom whose borders stretched from Palestine to Antioch.

However, the Crusaders who inflicted such savagery on Palestine were not to last long.

THE JUSTICE OF SALADIN

Saladin, who unified all the Muslim kingdoms in the Middle East under a single banner, defeated the Crusaders at the Battle of Hittin in 1187.

There was a miraculous aspect to that day.

According to historical sources, this date marks the anniversary of our Prophet’s night journey from Mecca to Jerusalem, from where he then ascended to heaven.

When the Crusaders had captured Jerusalem 88 years earlier, they had killed all the Muslims inside it, and for that reason they were terrified that Saladin would do the same thing on them. But he did not touch even one Christian in the city.

No violence was inflicted on any innocent civilians.

Muslims employed no unnecessary violence against the Crusader armies they defeated.

Palestinian lands, once again, enjoyed the justice and tolerance brought with them by Qur’anic moral values. Furthermore, members of the Orthodox Church, who were not “Crusaders,” were able to carry on living in the city and to worship as they chose.

Historian Karen Armstrong describes this second Islamic capture of Jerusalem in these words: 

On 2 October 1187 Saladin and his army entered Jerusalem as conquerors and for the next 800 years Jerusalem would remain a Muslim city... Saladin kept his word, and conquered the city according to the highest Islamic ideals. He did not take revenge for the 1099 massacre, as the Koran advised (16:127), and now that hostilities had ceased he ended the killing (2:193-194). Not a single Christian was killed and there was no plunder. The ransoms were deliberately very low... he released many of them freely, as the Koran urged… His brother al-Adil was so distressed by the plight of the prisoners that he asked Saladin for a thousand of them for his own use and then released them on the spot...

All the Muslim leaders were scandalized to see the rich Christians escaping with their wealth, which could have been used to ransom all the prisoners... Heraclius paid his ten-dinar ransom like everybody else and was even provided with a special escort to keep his treasure safe during the journey to Tyre. (Karen Armstrong, Holy War, p. 185)
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In short, Saladin and the Muslims under his command treated the Christians with justice and compassion, and treated them even more mercifully than their own leaders did.

This is a concrete sign that true justice, peace, and security can only be enjoyed in societies that live according to Qur’anic moral values.

Qur’anic moral values command unsullied justice and support for the truth, making no distinction between people.

In the Qur’an, God commands people to behave justly, even if this works against their own interests: 

You who believe! Show integrity for the sake of God, bearing witness with justice. Do not let hatred for a people incite you into not being just. Be just. That is closer to fear of God. Fear [and respect] God. God is aware of what you do. (Surat al-Ma’ida: 8) 

This just administration, based on the moral values of the Qur’an which allows for different faiths to live together peacefully in Palestine, continued for another seven centuries after the death of Saladin.

THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE’S JUST AND TOLERANT RULE IN PALESTINE

The Ottoman rule in Palestine that was to last some 400 years began with the capture of Jerusalem and the surrounding area by Sultan Selim in 1514.

As in other Ottoman provinces, this period would ensure peace and stability in Palestine, and permit the different faiths to live side by side.

As in all Islamic states, Ottoman sultans treated the non-Muslims in the regions they captured with justice.

According to Qur’anic moral values, God had entrusted the inhabitants of those countries to them. A just ruler had a responsibility to protect them and not to permit them to be oppressed by anyone else.

The Ottoman Empire was administered under what is known as the “millet system,” the basic characteristic that allowed people of different faiths to live according to their own beliefs and even legal systems. Christians and Jews, described as the “People of the Book” in the Qur’an, enjoyed toleration, security, and freedom in Ottoman lands.

There was no friction between churches, synagogues, and mosques. 

The sultans recognized that places of worship in Palestine were sacred in the eyes of the three revealed religions, and as a sign of their respect and affection for the people under their protection they had the words, “There is no deity but God; and Abraham is His friend,” inscribed over the entrance at the Damascus Gate in Jerusalem.
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The inscription bore the name of a prophet who was common to all three faiths.

Revealing the Ottoman toleration, this is important in that time, as in all others, in terms of emphasizing the points that the three revealed religions have in common.

Although the Ottoman Empire was an Islamic state ruled by Muslims, it had no intention of forcing anyone to convert to Islam.

On the contrary, the Ottoman state aimed to provide security and peace for non-Muslims and to rule them with justice in such a way that they would be content with Islamic rule.

In contrast, other great powers around the world, at that same time, had a much cruder, oppressive, and intolerant conception of administration.

In many European countries, Jews were oppressed just for being Jews.

Christians were even unable to tolerate one another.

Conflict between Catholics and Protestants throughout the 16th and 17th centuries turned Europe into a lake of blood.

The fact that Ottoman rule was exceedingly humane is highly significant.
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The source of that humanity was, of course, the moral values of the Qur’an.

Regardless what their faith may be, Muslims have a duty to be tolerant towards others, to forgive, and to behave justly and humanely.

The responsibility placed upon the faithful is to call people to God’s religion with gentleness, peace, and tolerance.

The decision whether or not to go along with these truths, whether or not to have faith, lies with the other party.

It is incompatible with the Qur’an to force someone to have faith or to seek to impose certain things by the use of force.

God has revealed this in the Qur’an: 

There is no compulsion where the religion is concerned. Right guidance has become clearly distinct from error. Anyone who rejects false deities and believes in God has grasped the Firmest Handhold, which will never give way. God is All-Hearing, All-Knowing. (Surat al-Baqara: 256)

The population of Jerusalem was around 43,000 in the final days of the Ottoman Empire. Half of these were Muslims and Arabs, one-third were Jews and the rest Christians belonging to various nations.

Huge advances were made in the city during the reign of the Ottoman Sultan Solomon the Magnificent, and new ramparts, seminaries, and almshouses were constructed.

This further increased the historic importance of Jerusalem.

SACRED AND HISTORICAL SITES IN JERUSALEM
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The city of Jerusalem has been known by many names in the past and even today.

Known to Muslims as al-Quds, the city is referred to as Jerusalem in the modern world, and is called Bayt al-Muqaddas in Arabic. It was formerly known as Eliyya, and as Yerushalayim in Hebrew. Today, it represents one of the most critical socio-political regions in the world.

Let us now get to know the city of Jerusalem, which was ruled by the Ottoman Empire for 450 years and is today a place where members of all faiths live together in peace.

Jerusalem is 62 kilometers from the Mediterranean and is 38 kilometers from the Dead Sea. It stands in a rocky, high-altitude area.

The part of Jerusalem known as the Old City is surrounded by walls approximately one kilometer long.

It has seven gates, two of which are closed, and it has three large roads.

The northern section is the Muslim Quarter, the northwest district is Christian, the southeast area is Jewish and the southwest quarter Armenian.

The Temple Mount, in which the al-Aqsa Mosque and the Dome of the Rock stand, is in the Muslim Quarter.

The Christian Quarter, in the northwest section, contains a large number of churches and monasteries belonging to Christian congregations.

With its many mosques, synagogues, churches, and civil buildings in various styles, the city literally resembles an architectural mosaic.

It is these images that first come to mind whenever Jerusalem is mentioned.

The hill on which stand the al-Aqsa Mosque and the sacred area of the Dome of the Rock, called the “Temple Mount,” takes its name from the temple constructed on it by the Prophet Solomon.

According to historical sources, Solomon’s Temple was erected on this hill.

In later times, the Temple was destroyed by the Babylonians, and the reconstruction of a new Temple in the same area was begun by the Jewish King Herod in 20 BC.

Following the death of King Herod, the Romans tore down this Second Temple in 70 AD, with many Jews being slaughtered and the rest exiled.

All that remained of the Temple was a single wall, turned into the “Wailing Wall” by the Jews in commemoration of that destruction.

What Jews call the “Wailing Wall” and Muslims “Al-Buraq Wall” is actually a remnant of the temple constructed by King Herod.

This wall, to the west of the al-Aqsa Mosque, is also known as the Western Wall.

The exposed section of the wall stands 12 meters high, and continues a further 19 meters underground. 

The front of the wall gradually filled up over time, and rose to this present-day level.

The top of the mount is a sacred area surrounded by walls, comprising an area of some 35 acres and containing the Dome of the Rock, the al-Aqsa Mosque, the Well of Souls, and such structures as mausoleums and public fountains.

We need to be aware that this sacred territory is not the responsibility of the Muslims who live there alone. All Muslims in the world have a sacred duty to defend Jerusalem and the al-Aqsa Mosque.

THE AL-AQSA MOSQUE

According to the views of Islamic scholars, the al-Aqsa Mosque covers the whole region known as the Temple Mount.

Our Prophet also noted this sacred spot. In one hadith related by hadith scholars Imam Bukhari and Ibn Majah, it is reported that Abu Dhar said: 

I said, "O God's Apostle! Which mosque was first built on the surface of the earth?" He said, "Al-Masjid-ul-Haram (in Mecca)." I said, "Which was built next?" He replied "The mosque of Al-Aqsa (in Jerusalem)." I said, "What was the period of construction between the two?" He said, "Forty years." He added, "Wherever (you may be, and) the prayer time becomes due, perform the prayer there, for the best thing is to do so." (Sahih Bukhari)

The word “Aqsa” means “the farthest.”

The Al-Aqsa Mosque takes its name from the distance between it and Mecca.

In other words, the name means “the furthest mosque.”

Following the capture of Jerusalem, Caliph Omar had a mosque constructed here. This, known as the al-Aqsa Mosque, is in the shape of a rectangle and abuts onto the western wall. 
The al-Aqsa Mosque was later expanded by the Umayyad Caliph Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan.

THE DOME OF THE ROCK

The Dome of the Rock (Masjid Qubbat As-Sakhrah) is an octagonal structure, the top of which is covered in gold.

The Crusaders, who captured the Dome of the Rock at one time, turned it into a church.

When he recaptured the city, Saladin reconsecrated it as a Muslim mosque.

It assumed its present appearance after being restored various times by Ottoman sultans.

There is a large rock in the middle of the structure.

According to accounts, it was from this rock that our Prophet ascended to heaven.

“Qubbat As-Sakhrah” means a place built on rock.

With its matchless motifs and golden dome, the Dome of the Rock is a magnificent example of the Islamic conception of art and civilization.

Until the reign of Sultan Solomon the Magnificent, the exterior of the building was covered in Byzantine-style mosaics. The sultan then had it covered in white marble up to the height of two men, and the part above that covered in blue tiles.

Surah Ya Sin is inscribed all around the upper part of the dome.

THE HANGING ROCK

There is a rock called “Hanging Rock,” inside the Dome of the Rock.

This is the rock on which our Prophet is reported to have stepped on his ascent to heaven.

This rock is 18 meters wide at its broadest point, and 13 meters at the narrowest.

Eleven steps lead down inside it.

THE GATES OF JERUSALEM

There can be no doubt that the most impressive Ottoman works of architecture in Jerusalem are the walls that surround the old city and the gates within them.

There are seven gates in the walls around the old city.

One of these gates in the walls that stretch for some 4 kilometers surrounding Jerusalem’s old city is the Damascus Gate.

This was restored by Solomon the Magnificent in 1542.

The main street in East Jerusalem, which runs immediately outside the gate, bears the name of Solomon the Magnificent.

Thousands of people pass through this gate every day.

Another name for it is the “Golden Gate.”

We are told that the Prophet Jesus passed through this gate when going to worship.

Since it is also believed that when he returns to Earth, the Prophet Jesus will again enter the city through this gate, Muslims sealed the gate up until that holy individual should reappear.

One then passes by the “Zion Gate” of the Armenian Quarter, a city within a city.

The “Lion Gate” that opens onto the east, the “Herod Gate” that opens onto the north, and the “Jaffa Gate” (Bab al-Khalil) leading to the west, are noteworthy for their regular, faceted stonework.

Another gate, the “Bab al-Jedid,” (the New Gate) was opened between the Jaffa Gate and the Damascus Gate in 1887.

The fact that these sacred sites and historical works that represent different faiths all co-exist in Jerusalem indicates one very significant fact:

Christians, Jews, and Muslims, and all their different schools, lived alongside one another for many years in Jerusalem, abiding by their own beliefs and worshipping as they wished.

This peaceful environment was born during the time of Muslim rulers, who based their state administration on order, justice, well-being and understanding.

ISLAM BROUGHT PEACE AND TRANQUILITY TO THE MIDDLE EAST
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History provides many examples of how societies that have lived by Qur’anic moral values have survived in peace and tranquility.

In the days of the Prophet Muhammad and of those just rulers who subsequently followed in his footsteps, a climate of peace and tranquility was established.

We have seen one very clear example of this throughout the course of this film: Islamic rule in Jerusalem and Palestine. 
We have seen how the people were freed from oppression with the coming of Islam, and how members of different faiths, speaking different languages and from different societies, lived together in peace under the same flag.

The reason for Muslim rulers’ tolerance, compassion, justice, and civilization, both during their rule in Jerusalem and at all times in history, is their devotion to the Qur’an.

In one verse, God states: 

God does not forbid you from being good to those who have not fought you in the religion or driven you from your homes, or from being just towards them. God loves those who are just. (Surat al-Mumtahana, 8)
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The way that justice today can be ensured and the way that oppressions can be put to an end is very clear:

The only thing that needs to be done is to make a serious effort to bring about the justice taught in the Qur’an.

God describes a believer’s conception of justice in these terms: 

You who believe! Be upholders of justice, bearing witness for God alone, even against yourselves or your parents and relatives. Whether they are rich or poor, God is well able to look after them. Do not follow your own desires and deviate from the truth. If you twist or turn away, God is aware of what you do. (Surat an-Nisa’, 135)
