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JERUSALEM: The Open City

The very concept of Jerusalem as an
open city {for Muslims, Christians, and

Jews) is based on the fact of its
sacredness to  the three  great
monotheistic  religions  —~  Judaism,

Christianity and Islam. In practical terms,
this implies that free access to it and
freedom of worship within its precincts
must be guaranteed to the followers of all
these three religions; and it must be
safeguarded not merely as a result of
“tolerance™ on the part of one of these
religious communities towards the two
others but as an inviolable moral right of
each and all of them.

In islam, this principle is anchored
ideologically in the Qur’anic doctrine of
the continuity of man’s religious
experience and of divine revelation. The
Qur’an stresses again and again that the
faith  preached by the Prophet
Muhammad is not a “new” ocne: its
fundamental  spiritual  premises —
foremost among them the recognition of
God’s oneness and uniqueness — are the
same as those preached by all of God’s
prophets since the dawn of man’s
consciousness. In other words, whether it
was Noah, Abraham, Moses, Jesus or
Muhammad, all of them postulated
man’s self surrender to God as the
beginning and the end of all true religion.
Basing its doctrine on this — to a Muslim
— undisputable fact, the Qur’an
repeatedly calls upon the Faithful to
proclaim: “We believe in God, and in
that which has been bestowed upon
Abraham and Ishmael and Isaac and
Jacob and their descendants, and that
which has been vouchsafed to Moses and
Jesus, and that which has been
vouchsafed to all the [other] prophets by
their Sustainer: we make no distinction
between any of them™ (2:136).

It follows, therefore, that reverence
for all the prophets is a basic postulate of
Islam, notwithstanding the difference in
some of the laws promulgated by them in
accordance with the exigencies of their

Muhammad Asad

times and their communities’ cultural
development. Thus, any offence against
the person or the memory of any of the
earlier prophets constitutes, from the
Islamic point of view, an offence against
the will of God as revealed through the
Qur’an; and to abuse — or even to show
lack of respect for ~ any of those earlier
prophets is equivalent to abusing or
showing disrespect to the Qurian itself
and to the memory of the Prophet
Muhammad, through whom this divine
writ was revealed to the world.
Moreover, in the case of Palcstine the
question of “rightful possession” (as
wrongfully propagated by the Jews)
appears in yet another dimension. We
must not forget that when the Hebrews
gradually conquercd Palestine in the last
millennium B.C., they did not come to an
empty country. Long before them, many
other Scmitic and non-Semitic tribes
were scttled there - the Amorites, the
Edomites, the Philistines, the Moabites,
the Hittites, and so on. Those tribes
continued living there after the Romans
had driven the Jews away in the first
century of the Christian era. They are
living there — or in refugee camps nearby
~ to this day: and they are called
“Palestinian Arabs™. They are a definite
ethnic group which is by no means
identical with the Arabs of the Arabian
Peninsula whe conquered Palestine from
the Byzantines in the seventh century of
the Christian era. Those “Arabian™ Arabs
were always only a small minority
among the population; the overwhelming
majority of what we describe today as
Palestinian “Arabs” are in reality only
the Arabianised, original inhabitants of
the country. In the course of centuries
many of them became Muslims, others
remained Christians; the Muslims among
them frequently intermarried with their
co-religionists from Arabia: and all of
them, Muslims and Christians alike,
gradually adopted the Arabic language
and merged into the orbit of Arab

Excerpt taken from THIS LAW OF OURS And Other Essays by Muhammad Asad

civilization. In short, the Palestinians —
like most of the inhabitants of the
present-day Arab world outside the
Arabian Peninsula proper — are “Arabs”
in the cultural sense only; cthnically,
they are direct-line descendants of the
original, multi-racial inhabitants of
Palestine: original in the sense of having
lived there for untold centuries before the
appearance of the Hebrews.

To my mind, the answer (to the
question of who should be placed in
charge of Jerusalem) is clear: only the
pcople who recognize all of the three
monotheistic  religions - Judaism,
Chnistianity and Islam — as being based
on a truly divine revelation; the peeple
who revere all the prophets of those three
religions; the people who, by virtue of
their own religious doctrine, are
prohibited from and therefore utterly
averse to reviling anything that is sacred
to the two other faiths: only such people
can be counted upon to safeguard the
three-sided character of Jerusalem.

In conclusion, I may state that since
there is no polttical difference among the
Muslim and Christian Palestinians, it
follows that the conceivably free
Palestine - a statc in which Jews,
Christians and Muslims could live side
by side in full political and cultural
equality — the Muslim community should
be specifically entrusted with the custody
of Jerusalem as a city open to all three
communities — and this in pursuance of
the Qur’anic call to its followers to
defend “monasteries and churches and
synagogues and mosques, in [ail of]
which  God’s name is abundantly
extolled” (22:40). The all-embracing
quality of the [slamic faith predisposc its
followers for this sacred task: and it
predisposes them in a deeper, more truly
historic sense than could be attained by
any resolution of the United Nations, or
any fictitious claim based on what
happened in Palestine two thousand
years ago.
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