The Arabs and Jerusalem

A BRAIN TRUST I recently attended were coping manfully with a colourful variety of question on topics of burning importance. Inevitably, the sixty-thousand-dollar one popped up: "Should Israel, in order to secure peace with the Arabs, return Old Jerusalem to King Hussein?" 

An expectant hush fell over the audience as their eyes turned to the panel.

NEVER BELONGED
  "Well", began Dr. Abrahams hesitantly, "this is really something that at only Israel herself can decide, and I should be the last to offer them armchair advice. But, having said this, I would deferentially express an opinion.  Frankly, the operative word is "return" and that can be quite misleading. It implies, surely, that Old Jerusalem once actually belonged to the Arabs and, having taken it from them, we are now asked to give it back. The facts however, are quite different. It never really belonged to the Arabs, in the way it could be said to have belonged to us.  In the course of its history, it belonged, by right of conquest to various overlords - Babylonians, Persians, Greeks, Romans, Byzantines, Crusaders and Turks. During the 1948 War of Independence it fell into the hands of the Jordanian Arabs. By the same token, in the Six Day War it returned to its rightful owners.  Rightfully, because in two thousand years, their claim had never for one fleeting moment been abandoned. In the face of dastardly restrictions, at the risk of life and limb, hounded and persecuted, they clung stubbornly and heroically to the precious vestige of their national and spiritual grandeur. Morally, historically, and logically, there can be no question of returning Jerusalem to anyone, certainly not to the Arabs."  
Mr. Isaacs took up the thread: "People seem to forget", he said, "that to the Arabs, Jerusalem held little significance at any time, either religiously, socially, or politically.  Palestine as a whole was to them merely a small strip of land in the vast Arabian Peninsula.  Even in the eighth century, in the reign of Suleiman the Magnificent, who was the only Caliph who made his permanent residence in Palestine and who built Jerusalem's present massive walls, even then  it had no military significance.  

PRECIOUS POSSESSION
Mrs. Joseph continued the argument: "Quite apart from history", she said, warming up to the theme, "the Arabs have demonstrated, convincingly to my mind at least, that they can have absolutely no claim to the ownership of the city. It is exclusively the precious possession of our people, who have clung to her, spiritually and intellectually, with a passionate and unquenchable love, even in the dark centuries when the prospect of repossessing her seemed hopelessly remote.  Who was it who unceasingly prayed for a speedy return to Zion? The Arabs? Who poured out their hearts in yearning for the early rebuilding of Jerusalem? The Moslems? For centuries they occupied the city. What did they make of it? Have they, in hundreds of years of occupation, contributed even an infinitesimal fraction of what we Jews have done in a matter of fifty years? Look through the entire literature of the Arabs.  Will you find anything comparable to the soulful outpourings of the Psalms in praise of Jerusalem?  

"Beautiful in elevation - The joy of all the earth"
 Look at the Qoran, from cover to cover. How many references to Jerusalem will you find there? One or two!  Browse through Arabic poetry.  Has any Moslem poet ever sung of Jerusalem with the same typical ecstasy as the Jewish poets - ancient, medieval or modern?  Have they sung like King David?  
" Pray for the peace of Jerusalem; 
 May they prosper that love thee.
Peace be within thy rampart,  
Prosperity within thy palaces. 

 Have they anything to compare with Yehudah Halevi?  

From the West and the East 
From the North and South  
Far and near, from all sides  
Accept greetings! 
And the greetings of him that is held a  
prisoner of desire for thee,  
Who sheds his tears 
Like the dew of Hermon  
And yearns to shed them
on thy mountains!

 Or can they parallel the modern moving song:  

Yerushalayim shel zahav  
Ve shel nehoshet veshel or 
Halo lechol shirayich  
Ani kinor  

Nay, have they sung of Jerusalem at all? 

 Here, Mrs. Jacobson, her eyes flashing anger, intervened:  "You should have seen the Old City immediately after its capture by the Israeli army in the Six Day war; the desecration of the graves on the Mount of Olives, the filth around the Western Wall, the neglect of the dwellings, the absence of progress - economic, educational and academic ... " 

" But", interjected a member of the audience, " is not the panel forgetting that Jerusalem is a holy city to Moslems as much as it is to Jews and Christians? Do they not call it: "Al Kuds, the sanctuary?"

POOR RECORD

Dr. Abrahams replied: "Al- Kuds did not become Jerusalem's Islamic name until later times, when it possessed the Dome of the Rock and adjoining Mosque, El Aksa.   Earlier writers called it Bait al-makdis, which is a translation of the Hebrew Bet haMikdash, a name given to the Temple built by Solomon and later rebuilt by the returned exiles.
Mr Reuben joined in:  “If I remember rightly”, he said, “the holiness of Jerusalem to Moslems is based only on its slender connection with Mohammed, who chose the Temple site as the scene of his legendary ascent to the heavens.  He is said to have flown to and from Arabia in a single night, on a winged horse, with the face of a woman, and the tail of a peacock, in order to climb a ladder for a personal view of the heavens, and an interview with Allah, while his remarkable horse Al-Burak, remained tied near to the one point in the whole world which stood above the only remaining Jewish holy place, the Kotel Maaravi!”

Mrs. Joseph added: " Just for the record, here is the relevant quotation from the Qoran: 'Praise be unto him who transferred his servant by night from the sacred temple of Mecca to the distant Temple of Jerusalem the circuit of which we have blessed!" In his early days, Mohammed regarded Jerusalem as the most sacred city on earth and ordered his followers to turn towards her in prayer, but when his teachings were not acceptable to the Jews, he laid down that the direction of prayer shall henceforth be towards Mecca, which became the holiest city in the world. Medina became the second and Jerusalem was demoted to the third place".  

Mr. Isaacs observed: "As far as Jerusalem is concerned, the Arabs have a very poor record indeed. Arabic literature does not exactly bubble over with love for Jerusalem.  The Arab geographer AlMukaddasi, for example, does not speak very highly of it at all.  Even the two caliphs most closely associated with Palestine share no special regard for its capital. In fact, when the Crusaders were approaching the city in the 11th century and the local Moslems were unable to obtain help from the other Arab states, Caliph Al-Kamil actually exchanged Jerusalem for a treaty of alliance against Damascus with Frederick the Second!"
  
Mr. Reuben stated with some emphasis: "Let us not forget also that the Moslems never regarded Jerusalem a place of pilgrimage.  The  festival of Nebi-Musa, which  came to play a part in the  religious history of the country,  was not held at  Jerusalem." 

INTIMATELY  CONNECTED

Mrs. Joseph asked rhetorically: "Where, in history, will you find a desire on the part of homeless Arabs to return to Jerusalem as the original home of their religion?  

In the case of Jews, however,  it is quite different. Our religious literature is intimately  connected with the  history, the climate, the very  soil of Jerusalem. The Psalms are redolent with deep feelings for Jerusalem's beauty. The Talmudic and Midrashic writings praise it above all others in the world.  The medieval poets wax eloquent in its adulation. The halachists speak of the Jews' duty to dwell there. The poets of the modern revival pour out their emotions in words of fiery eloquence, and Jews of all time have always declared:  "If I forget thee, 0  Jerusalem, let my right hand  forget her cunning." 

A member of the audience then wistfully asked: " Is there no solution?" To which Mr. Reuben replied: "I think there is. History has recorded important instances of productive and constructive cooperation between Jews and Arabs. The early leaders of the Arab National Movement were sympathetic to Jewish aspirations.  Unfortunately chauvinistic tendencies began to prevail. The ruling clique did not hesitate to use terror and open violence against collaborators amongst its own people. As indeed they are doing again today in the Gaza strip, in the Western Sector and in Jordan ." 

Mrs. Joseph had the penultimate say: "Even today," she remarked, "there are here and there gleams of light amid the gloom. 1f the Arabs are really serious about peace, let them forget about Old Jerusalem and join Israel in a combined scheme for the development of the whole area to the mutual benefit of all concerned."  

MUTUAL FRIENDSHIP

The last word went to the chair : "The Arabs have  among them men of excellent  quality, men of idealism and  practical realism with whom  it would be a pleasure to  work.  

I recently read a book by Sir Geoffrey Furlonge. It is the biography of a remarkable man - Musa Alami - landowner, political thinker, philosopher.  Musa Alami achieved a miracle of pioneer farming and humanitarian endeavour in the Jordan Valley. His story is also the story of present-day Palestine, seen through the eyes of an Arab whose family has been established there since the time of the Crusaders. This Musa Alami was born into a rich Palestinian-Arab family during  the Turkish regime, for which  he reluctantly fought in the  First World War. He afterwards went to Cambridge and served in the British Mandatory Administration, from which he was dismissed and exiled. He returned later to conduct, what has been described, as perhaps the most intelligent of all Arab experiments in self-help. This took the form of plans for developing a part of the Jordan Valley, hitherto desert int a flourishing farm.  He built up a local handicraft industry and organised an orphanage which grew into a highly successful boys' town. A thousand acres of desert land had been reclaimed and over 1,000 boys were being turned into prosperous citizens. If only there had been more people like Musa Alami!  Where are the thinking Arabs? Why do they not take a leaf out of Israel's book.  Surely they must see the glaring contrast between the integration into the Jewish economy, of the half-million  Jews who sought  refuge from Arab countries,  with the destitution of the  200,000 Arabs whom President  Nasser has kept pent up  in the ghetto of the Gaza  Strip. The contrast might motivate them towards the abandonment of rivalry against Israel and to the adoption of a policy of mutual friendship and happy coexistence." 
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