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Islam and the Question of Israel


The holy land of Israel stands today as a site coveted by two related peoples. A bitter struggle between these two, Arabs and Jews, can be traced all the way back to their common ancestor, Abraham of the Biblical book Genesis. While related by blood, these two people groups stand dramatically separated by a chasm of religious division: The vast majority of Palestinian Arabs cling to the religion of Islam, but Israeli Jews find their tradition grounded in Judaism. Just as these people groups share a similar ancestry, Muslims claim to share religious roots with Jews by building on Judaism’s monotheism while further holding that Mohammed’s revelations superceded and supplant Judaism. However, the Islamic religion not only perverted Judaism’s holy scripture, but it also seeks to obliterate all non-Muslim Jews. Indeed, Islam demands their annihilation. Islamic doctrine, as found in the Qur’an, prohibits Muslims from forging a permanent peace agreement with a non-Muslim, Jewish state of Israel.

It would seem that this land quarrel could have been settled through a process of mutual compromise and agreement. However, the Jewish-Arab dispute in Israel and Palestine has been deadlocked due to anti-Jewish principles found in the Qur’an, thus preventing Muslims from adopting a position of compromise. Since an estimated ninety percent of Palestinian Arabs are professing Muslims, the Muslim principles and doctrine play an irrefutable role in this land-power struggle. Therefore, in order to understand the Palestinian Muslim resistance to the existence of a Jewish state, one must understand what Islam has to say about both Jews and Israeli land. However, determining and attributing an ecumenical position regarding Israel to Muslims is impossible since various Muslim sects interpret the Qur’an differently, and therefore hold conflicting conclusions. Thus, because there is not a unified Muslim view regarding Israeli land and Jewish statehood, it is impossible to unequivocally state either the viability or impossibility of a Muslim Palestinian state eventually accepting terms of peaceful coexistence alongside a Jewish-governed state of Israel. It is only possible, then, to state the Muslim theological doctrine regarding the issue of Israel as it is found in sacred Islamic texts and to examine the historical approach of Muslims toward the Jewish people and rebirthed Jewish state in order to better understand the political outworkings of the Muslim doctrine.

The historical outworkings of those Islamic doctrines outlined in sacred texts serve as pictures, useful for understanding how doctrine has translated and may again translate into tangible political measures. Since its birth, Islam has sought to undermine the very legitimacy of Judaism in the most foundational way: Mohammad proclaimed that Arabs replaced Jews as God’s new chosen race, completely supplanting the Jews as neo-bearers of God’s covenant and blessing because Jews rejected the testimony of Mohammed. As a result of this Muslim doctrine, waves of violence, persecution, and murder repeatedly targeted Jews at the perpetration of Muslims. Particularly in the holy land of Israel, the deep seeded convictions of modern Judaism and Islam have collided in a pandemonium so complex that no man could fully unravel the strands of doctrine and vengeance perpetuating the hatred. One should not expect that a comprehensive exposition of Arab Islamic motivation and militaristic action be discernable by men, until the Last Day’s judgment by heaven’s Supreme Judge calls all things into account. In the meantime, however, one may gain at least a general understanding of the Muslim theological reasons for its clash with Israeli Jews. 

Even during Mohammed’s lifetime, the nature of the conflict between Arab and Jew was religiously based as author and scholar William Montgomery Watt explains:

The intellectual or ideational conflict between Muhammad and the Jews became as bitter as it did because it threatened the core of the religious ideas of each. If prophets could arise among the Gentiles, the Jews were not God’s chosen people, and that was tantamount to having no religion left. If Muhammad was not God’s prophet and messenger, then in his own eyes he could only be a self-deceived imposter. This was at the root of the quarrel.


In addition to the theological incompatibility of Islam and Judaism, however, the struggle included a political dimension, since Islamic doctrine dictates political law and civil structure. Professor of Islamic History and Middle Eastern Studies at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem and former advisor on Arab affairs to the former Prime Minister Menachem Begin, Moshe Sharon explained the intrinsically political nature of Islam in a 2001 speech, in which he stated: 

…Islam is a civilization. It is a religion that gave first and foremost a wide and unique legal system that engulfs the individual, society and nations with rules of behavior. If you are a Moslem, you have to behave according to the rules of Islam which are set down in the Koran … Islam speaks about ruling the world…. ‘Allah sent Mohammad with the true religion so that it should rule over all the religions.’ … the laws are very clear – Jews and Christians have no rights whatsoever to independent existence. They can live under Islamic rule provided they keep to the rules that Islam promulgates for them.

If Jews did not submit to the rule of Islam, the Qur’an was clear about the verdict: Islam must eventually conquer and govern them via jihad, defined as “war against those people who don’t want to accept the Islamic superior rule.”
 The Qur’an speaks at times of the “Believers” gradually enforcing worldwide submission to Allah, while at other times encourages decisive, violent acts of war. Achieving this domination, then, would at times span several years, occurring through a slower process of “bringing low” the enemy through means other than immediate slaughter. Regardless of the timetable, however ambiguous, the Qur’anic goal remains intact throughout the text: worldwide submission to Allah. The means outlined also remains obdurate, outlining a limited course of Muslim action: influence, coercion, or murder.

Sharon juxtaposed the Islamic, imperialistic, political agenda of conquest with the plight of the Jewish Israel which is concerned instead with a sense of “national salvation.” He asserted that the Jewish concept of salvation “leads to national salvation – not just a nation that wants to have a state, but a nation that wants to serve God. Judaism speaks about national salvation – namely that at the end of the story, when the world becomes a better place, Israel will be in its own land, ruled by its own king and serving God…”
 Because the Old and New Testaments speak about man having been created in the image of God, Sharon asserted that Judaism does not permit that one “obliterate the image of God” as the Qur’an both permits and encourages. Sharon further explained the universal respect of humanity as a distinctive tenet of Judaism and Christianity: “Many people, of course, used Biblical rules and turned them upside down. History has seen a lot of massacres in the name of God and in the name of Jesus. But as religions, both Judaism and Christianity in their fundamentals speak about honoring the image of God and the hope of salvation …”

Muslims have always had Mohammed’s striking example to follow in their view and treatment of Jews. In her book, From Time Immemorial, Joan Peters explains just such roots of this Arab hatred toward the Jews: 

It was the Prophet Mohammad himself who attempted to negate the positive image of the Jew that had been prevalent earlier. According to historian Bernard Lewis, the Prophet Muhammad’s original plan had been to induce the Jews to adopt Islam; when Muhammad began his rule at Medina in A.D. 622 he counted few supporters, so he adopted several Jewish practices … in hope of wooing the Jews. But the Jewish community rejected the Prophet Muhammad’s religion … Three years later, Arab hostility against the Jews commenced, when the Meccan army exterminated the Jewish tribe of Quraiza. As a result of the Prophet Muhammad’s resentment, the Holy Koran itself contains many of his hostile denunciations of Jews and bitter attacks upon the Jewish tradition, which undoubtedly have colored the beliefs of religious Muslims down to the present.

In addition to the beheading of between 600 and 900 Jewish men from the Banu Qurayza tribe and selling their women and children into slavery, Muslims under Mohammad’s authority expelled two other Jewish tribes, the Banu Nadir and Qaynuqa when they refused to submit to Islam.

Jews suffered both persecution and violence due to Muslim political laws as in the case of dhimmi taxes, or monetary penalties for rejecting the Muslim faith while living under the protection of a Muslim government. Caliph Omar, Muhammad’s immediate successor, instituted such dhimmi legislation of persecution as this poll tax in order to follow the direction of the Qur’an 9:29 to “[f]ight against those [Jews and Christians] who believe not in Allah … until they pay the tribute readily, being brought low.” 

Islam’s discriminatory laws relating to Arab murder of a Jew were more extreme, however, than the persecutions under dhimmi laws. While an Arab was to be punished with death if convicted of murdering another Arab, an Arab need only pay “blood money” as recompense to a murdered infidel’s family. Even then, the Arab need only pay if convicted by the witness of another Arab. The likelihood of Arab kinsmen testifying against oneanother in favor of the hated Jew is slim indeed. Joan Peters commented further on the plight of Jews under Muslim rule throughout history: “Under no circumstances were Jews considered truly equal. Among the Jews in Arab lands were many individual personal successes and regional intermittent prosperity, but the tradition of persecution was characteristic throughout most of Jewish history under Arab rule.”

The creation of a Jewish political entity incited an especially bitter hatred of Muslim Arabs toward Jews because it represented a two-fold defiance of Muslim Arab domination, political and religious, and it fulfilled the Jewish objective to recreate a place of national and religious identity. As 1948 marked the miraculous reestablishment of a Jewish nation, Muslim violence toward the Jewish people dramatically escalated. Some Jews and Arabs alike sought peaceful compromise and co-existence while others absolutely rejected any semblance of potential compromise. Yet Qur’anic doctrine regarding Israeli land and the Jewish people is unswerving. Either the individual Muslim fully, genuinely adheres to the Islamic scriptures, or he ignores or misjudges its mandate to pursue political domination. 

While there is much discrepancy between individual Muslim’s beliefs regarding Israeli land and how Muslims should relate to the Jewish people, the Qur’an, the hadith clarify that Israel must be owned and ruled exclusively by Muslims. Regardless of the myriad interpretations – which logically necessitates that all but one of these interpretations be a misinterpretation of Muslim doctrine – Islam’s sacred texts unabashedly delineate commandments and irrevocable doctrines regarding Israeli land and non-Muslim Jews. Thus, Islamic law and tradition rejects all such notions of a peaceful, joint occupation and rulership in this land which both peoples esteem as holy. For this reason, apart from a widespread Arab rejection of Qur’anic doctrine, co-rulership of this sacred land, though idealistic and optimistic, is fundamentally impossible. One may decipher, then, a set of unchanging, Islamic doctrinal statements regarding the land of Israel and its Jewish inhabitants only in referencing Islamic sacred texts, the Qur’an and the hadith. 

The sacred texts of Islam outline a decisive, volatile position toward Jews and Israel. This intolerant position is most poignantly outlined in three reiterated, foundational principles of Islamic doctrine: First, the Qur’an states that after the Jews discredited Mohammad’s testimony, God rejected the Jews and transferred His covenant with them to Muslims, which includes promising ownership of Israeli land. Second, the Qur’an states that Muslims must physically enforce worldwide submission to Allah by one of two ways: affecting conversions to Islam or killing all dissidents who reject their opportunity to become Muslim. (This explicitly includes Jews even though they are “People of the Book.”) Third, both the Qur’an and hadith clarify the consecration of Israeli land, and especially Jerusalem, as set apart to Allah, and therefore deem it integral to the practice of Islam. While the Qur’an contends that eventually Muslims will rule all the earth, lands which Muslims previously ruled are given a higher degree of sanctity and expediency for recapturing, further qualifying Israel as a priority location to Muslims. 


The first argument wielded against the allowance of a Jewish state consists of the Qur’anic doctrine which asserts that Allah has rejected the Jewish people and transferred their covenant to Muslims because the Jews broke His covenant by rejecting Islam. Therefore, Muslims ultimately view the Jews as infidels. Significantly, this covenant included the promise of owning the land of Israel. The Qur’an rewrote key passages of the Jewish Torah, including, for example, the account of Abraham tying Isaac upon an altar in obedience to God which appears in Sura 37 of the Qur’an. Ishmael replaced Isaac in this story, and ultimately, according to the Qur'an, Ishmael not Isaac was the heir of God’s promise or covenant. Even today, Arabs trace their lineage back to Ishmael, thus indicating the significance of substituting him for Isaac in scriptural accounts of history. 

The second doctrinal support which sets Islamic Arabs against a Jewish state is the mandate for all Muslims to progressively bring all peoples of the earth into submission to Allah. In several different passages the Qur’an asserts that it is the duty of each Moslem to fight in the cause of Allah to subdue both those it names, “Unbelievers” and “People of the Book,” or “Polytheists.” Sura 3:28 commands, “Let not the Believers take for friends or helpers Unbelievers rather than Believers: if any do that, in nothing will there be help from Allah…” Sura 4:94, 95 asserts that those who fight in Allah’s cause are blessed above those who do not fight: “Allah has granted a grade higher to those who strive and fight with their goods and persons that to those who sit (at home).” 
Sura 8:39 not only encourages, but commands Muslims to establish an earthly domination through violence: “And fight them on until there is no more tumult or oppression, and there prevail justice and faith in Allah altogether and everywhere …” Sura 8:60 commands war against unbelievers: “Against them make ready your strength to the utmost of your power, including steeds of war, to strike terror into (the hearts of) the enemies, of Allah and your enemies, and others besides …” Verse 65 says, “O Messenger! [R]ouse the Believers to the fight. If there are twenty amongst you, patient and persevering, they will vanquish two hundred; if a hundred, they will vanquish a thousand of the Unbelievers: for these are a people without understanding.” Sura 9:44 elevates such fighting as more than an option, but a duty for Muslims, going on later to name those who ask for exemption from fighting as damned “Unbelievers”: “Those who believe in Allah and the Last Day ask you for no exemption from fighting with their goods and persons. And Allah knows well those who do their duty. Only those ask you for exemption who do not believe in Allah and the Last Day …” Sura 61:4 says, “Truly Allah loves those who fight in His Cause in battle array, as if they were a solid cemented structure.” 

 The Qur’an also speaks directly against forming permanent peace treaties with non-Muslims, though temporary peace may be acceptable for the purpose of proselytizing. If such people granted temporary safety refuse to convert to Islam after an unspecified time has elapsed, the Qur’an commands Muslims to kill them as outlined in Sura 9:4-16: 

(But the treaties are) not dissolved with those Pagans with whom you have entered into alliance and who have not subsequently failed you in anything, nor aided any one against you. So fulfill your engagements with them to the end of their term … But when the forbidden months are past, then fight and slay the Pagans wherever you find them, and seize them, beleaguer them, and lie in wait for them in every stratagem (of war); but if they repent, and establish regular prayers and practice regular charity, then open the way for them … How (can there be such a league) [with pagans], seeing that if they get an advantage over you, they do not respect in you the ties either of kinship or of covenant? … Fight them, and Allah will punish them by your hands, cover them with shame, help you (to victory) over them, heal the breasts of Believers, and still the indignation of their hearts. 

Sura 4:89, 91 warns Muslims not to befriend non-Muslims, but instead commands Muslims to “seize” and “slay” those who “turn renegades” or do not offer guarantees of peace beyond that of merely “restraining their hands.” Verse 90 speaks about making peace with a people who could potentially overpower the Muslims, but this passage does not further specify the terms of peace. 

The Qur’anic verse 8:61 indicates the conditions necessary for an international peace treaty according to Islamic law: “And if they veer towards peace, then you do likewise.” Shaikh Abd Allah al-Qalqili asserted that peace agreements may be made when the enemy already has possessions, power, and land. Therefore, he stated that Israel did not qualify as a country with which Muslims could potentially forge a peace agreement because they stole land and acted as the aggressor. “God forbids you friendship with those who fought you in your religion and expelled you from your homes. He who seeks to be their friend is of the oppressors (Sura 60:13).” To the Muslim, making peace under such a scenario would equate weakness and surrender.
 

Sharon explained the traditional Muslim practice of establishing a temporary peace agreement with an enemy for a maximum of ten years, during which time Moslems are expected to build military strength in order to reengage in the slumbering feud after the temporary period of peace and conquer the enemy at last. Yasser Arafat exemplified this practice of forging a temporary peace agreement in signing the Oslo agreement. Two weeks after signing, he defended this action to Muslims in a Johannesburg mosque: “Do you think I signed something with the Jews which is contrary to the rules of Islam? That’s not so. I’m doing exactly what the prophet Mohammed did.” Arafat here referred to Mohammad’s temporary peace agreement with the Kuraish tribe which allowed him to meanwhile train ten thousand soldiers and invade them two years later. Sharon continued: “What makes Islam accept cease-fire? Only one thing – when the enemy is too strong. It’s a tactical choice…. It’s allowed because Mohammad accepted a cease-fire under humiliating conditions. That’s what Arafat said to them in Johannesburg.”


The third Islamic doctrine which provided a basis for Arab resentment toward a Jewish state rests upon the sacred status which both the Qur’an and hadith grant Israeli land. In looking at sacred texts of Islam, it appears that only by renouncing or ignoring certain foundational tenets can Muslims agree to the partitioning of Palestinian and Israeli holy land. The religiously based Arab assertion of the right of ownership is based on Islam’s sacred documents, including the Qur’an and hadith. The hadith, a collection of Mohammad’s sayings and actions clearly indicates the spiritual importance of Israel for Muslims as illustrated in the following five passages: 

Journeys should not be made except to three mosques: this my mosque (in Medina), the sacred mosque (in Mecca), and Al-Aqsa [in Jerusalem]. 

God, the Supreme Being, has blessed what lies between Al-Arish (in Egyptian Sinai) and the Euphrates, with a special sanctification of Palestine.

[Concerning the Jerusalem sanctuary] Go to it and worship in it, for one act of worship there is like a thousand acts of worship elsewhere.


Whoever dies in the Jerusalem sanctuary is as if he has died in heaven.

Whoever goes on pilgrimage to the Jerusalem sanctuary and worships there in one and the same year will be cleared of his sins.


In addition to the hadith, the Qur’an also places special value on the land of Israel as seen in specific passages. In referring to the land of Israel, Moses directed: “O my people! Go into the holy land (al ard al-muqaddasa) which Allah hath ordained for you (Qur’an 5:21).” In 21:71 of the Qur’an, Allah says, “We delivered him (Abraham) and Lot, and brought them to the land which We had blessed for all mankind.” Sura 17: 1 refers to Muhammad’s Night Journey from Mecca to Jerusalem: “Glory be to him who made His servant go by night from the Sacred Temple [of Mecca] to the Farther Temple [of Jerusalem] whose surroundings We have blessed (alladhi barkna hawlahu), that We might show him some of our signs.”

Muslim writer H. S. Karmi explains that Israel is universally recognized as sacred by modern day Muslims: 

It is little wonder that Arabs and Muslims regard Palestine as holy, as a reaction to such aggressive designs… The same historical pattern was repeated after nearly 800 years. The Jewish immigration into Palestine under the Mandate (1920-1948), and the establishment of Israel in 1948, have had the electrifying effect of making Palestine holy in a wider Islamic frame and in a narrower Arab one. Now the question of Palestine, especially after the Israeli Occupation of Jerusalem, June 1967… is no longer a local one, concerning only the Arabs of Palestine or the Arab world, but it has also become the concern of the Islamic world …

Muslims must regain control of all lands which were historically in their power, and especially all holy lands. According to writer Peter Riddell, “… because of Qur’anic imperatives, land which has once been part of the Islamic domain, and especially holy sites such as Jerusalem, can never be allowed to pass under non-Muslim, in this case Jewish, authority.” M.A. Rauf expressed this Islamic principle as applied specifically to Jerusalem: “Any property belonging to a Muslim has sanctity. When that property is the “house of God,” it becomes a permanent, inalienable property, with sanctity that is incalculable, and the violation of such sanctity is a severe offence to Muslim sensibility.”
 


Moshe Sharon reasserted this Muslim principle in a speech given at the 2001 Feast of Tabernacles Celebration: 

Any territory that comes under Islamic rule cannot be de-Islamized. Even if at one time or another, the [non-Muslim] enemy takes over territory that was under Islamic rule, it is considered perpetually Islamic. This is why whenever you hear about the Arab/Israeli conflict, you hear – territory, territory, territory. There are other aspects to the conflict, but territory is highly important…. Islam was created to be the army of God, the army of Allah. Every single Moslem is a soldier in this army. Every single Moslem that dies in fighting for the spread of Islam is a shaheed (martyr) no matter how he dies, because … this is an eternal war between the two civilizations. It’s not a war that stops. The war is there because it was created by Allah. Islam will be the ruler.

In the modern day context, do some Muslims desire peace, or do they all ultimately seek to crush Jewish Israel? Even factions within the Arab Muslim community express different methods of pursuing Islamic objectives for Israel. Expressions of a pro-violence tactic for securing Muslim jurisdiction are found in the Muslim creeds of two prominent Arab activist groups, Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad (P.I.J.). Both of these groups contend that Muslims must destroy the Jewish state through jihad, replacing it with an Islamic state. To these groups, anything less than total control of Israel would equate religious heresy. 

Hamas and P.I.J. viciously condemn all Arab peace negotiations as expressed in the following Hamas statement: “If the Palestinian Authority was really serious in not giving up Palestinian rights … then it should announce its withdrawal from the absurd negotiations with the Zionist enemy. It also must return to the Palestinian people’s option in resisting and defeating occupation.”
 Article eight of the Hamas Covenant reads, “Allah is the target, the Prophet is its model, the Qur’an its constitution; Jihad is its path and death for the sake of Allah is the loftiest of its wishes.
 On July 4, 2000 Hamas submitted a press release in response to a P.L.O. Central Council meeting. The document clearly supported violence and rejected negotiation as it stated that Jews intended to gradually gain control of all the land of Israel and Palestine: “The Hamas Movement re-affirms that Jihad, struggle, patience and sacrifice constitute the road towards liberating our lands and grabbing our rights… Rights are only grabbed by Jihad and bloodletting and not begged at the negotiation and bargaining tables.”

Alternately, other Arab groups such as the Palestine Liberation Organization (P.L.O.) which claims no religious affiliation have engaged Israeli leaders in non-violent negotiations for peace through compromise. Yet, it is unclear whether Arab political groups such as the P.L.O. truthfully intend to forge peaceful relations through land compromises as they claim, or if a hidden strategy to gradually regain control of the land in question remains an insidious objective spurred by cloaked religious conviction. In order to cut through the apparent discrepancies between these and other Muslim groups, one must consult first sources of the Islamic religion and ask: What are the true Islamic objectives as enumerated in Islam’s sacred texts?

While myths and misunderstandings circulate around the world regarding Islamic religious doctrine concerning Judaism and Jewish government in the holy land, only examination of Islamic scriptures and authoritative statements reveals the truly Muslim mandate and agenda. An ever-optimistic west seems determined to reconcile a Muslim Palestine with a Jewish Israel, yet Moshe Sharon spelled out the dogmatic nature of true Islamic doctrine despite misinterpretations of those who are either ill informed or delusional:

There is no fundamental Islam. There is only Islam full stop. The question is how the Koran is interpreted. All of a sudden we see that the greatest interpreters of Islam are politicians in the western world. They know better than all the speakers in the mosques, all those who deliver terrible sermons against anything that is either Christian or Jewish. These western politicians know that there is good Islam and bad Islam. They know even how to differentiate between the two, except that none of them know how to read a word of Arabic.

Determining Muslim doctrine regarding Israel seems difficult because of the many faces of this international religion; tolerant versions of Islam have evolved in some places, even while fundamental versions rally support and elicit worldwide attention. An increasing number of modern Muslims contend that Islam allows for peaceful coexistence with Israel. Certain secular Arab political groups, including foremost the self-avowed secular P. L.O., also assert that they are willing to forge peace agreements with a Jewish state, but the informed individual must recognize that Qur’anic law makes no room for such an arrangement. Thus, the vast majority of Palestinian Arabs, being Muslim, are up against their own sacred scripture if they pursue political compromise with Jewish Israel. In the case of all true followers of the Qur’an, Islamic tenets require that Muslims regain control of all of Israeli land. Only a temporary peace is permissible, and that for a limit of ten years in order to facilitate the strengthening of a Muslim military for future conquest.

However diverse sectarian expressions of Islam may be today, Qur’anic doctrine has not been rewritten as of yet and remains forthright on certain contended matters of doctrine concerning Israel. Unless Muslims universally abandon or revise these sacred texts and condemn Mohammad’s violence toward Jews, the anti-Jewish religious doctrine which permeates Islamic scripture cannot be deemed irrelevant to contemporary Muslims’ political views. Just as certain genetic coding determines the inevitable onset of a degenerative disease in humans, Islamic law inherently dictates anti-Jewish measures of violence. Though each may temporarily overlook their internal pre-programming, the consequential outworking of structural formatting will eventually, inevitably rear its ugly head. Though facing such bleak facts about Muslim intolerance does not foster the tireless optimism of delusional politicians or tickle their ears, it is the only pathway to genuine peace. Unbiased examination of Islamic doctrine undeniably uncovers a comprehensively imperialistic agenda. May we be brave in acknowledging the grim truth, for only the truth can guide men through the muddied waters of this Islamic-Jewish war in Israel.
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