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ABSTRACT U.S. President Donald Trump declared his long-awaited and de-
bated Middle East ‘peace plan, the so-called deal of the century, in Janu-
ary 2020, standing alongside Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu.
With regards to al-Aqsa Mosque, the plan puts forth the Zionist prospect
and point of view, while undermining the Islamic importance of the area.
It also would, in practice, lead to three main changes that would undo the
centuries-old status quo completely: the transfer of the site to Israeli sov-
ereignty, the repealing of Jordans apparent custodianship over it, and the
expiry of the ban on non-Muslim prayer. This, in turn, would give Israel
full control over the site of al-Aqsa Mosque compound, something it could
not achieve during the 1967 occupation of the city. Such changes would
not only mean that Muslims lose further access to their mosque, but would
also allow people of other faiths, particularly Jews, to share the site with
Muslims in preparation for a full Jewish monopoly over the site and the
building of a Jewish temple on its site.
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Introduction

heart —today known as Jerusalem (al-Quds)- has been significant from

time immemorial: religiously, historically, and geopolitically. Following
centuries of peace and harmony, amongst the three monotheistic religions
during the Mamluk and Ottoman periods, the region has been in turmoil
since December 1917 when British rule began, with no successful formula
for the implementation of a fair coexistence, sustainable peace, and just sta-
bility. Many resolutions and peace initiatives were declared related to the Is-
raeli-Palestinian conflict even before the Zionist state was established in 1948.
Zionist occupation only increased the polarization of, and problems for, the
region and its inhabitants. There are many resolutions declared by the United
Nations that are accepted as the international law applying to the status quo
of Jerusalem; the position of al-Agsa Mosque and the holy places; the state of
Palestine and the two-state solution; the borders drawn pre-1967; Israeli set-
tlements; and the right of return for Palestinian refugees. But none could be
implemented due to the Israeli occupation and the United States’ unequivocal
support for Israel.

The holy region, Islamicjerusalem (Bayt al-Magqdis), and the city at its

Undoubtedly, one of the most important factors that make the region import-
ant is al-Agsa Mosque. To Muslims it is the first giblah, the Second Mosque
ever built on earth, and one of Islam’s three holiest places. Generally, access to
mosques is solely for Muslim prayer, as is the case in churches and synagogues
for their followers. While Makkah and Medina are exclusive, Islamicjerusa-
lem is inclusive according to Islam, non-Muslims are permitted to move freely
within the city, but this does not apply to Islam’s holiest site in the region, the
al-Agsa mosque. This was particularly so after the crusade in 1099, which des-
ecrated the al-Agsa Mosque over a period of eighty-eight years and turned the
mosque’s structures into churches, residences, warehouse and stables. Follow-
ing the Muslim liberation, and particularly during the Ottoman and Mamluk
periods, non-Muslims were generally not allowed entry to al-Agsa Mosque.!
When Muslims arrived in the holy city in the seventh century, the Mosque
area had been empty for at least 500 years according to archaeological and
historical accounts. This is evident in the Madaba mosaic map of the holy land,
dating from before the Muslims conquered the holy city during the reign of
Caliph Umar in 637CE.? Even the Western Wall of al-Agsa Mosque had no
significance in Jewish practices until the Ottoman period. This was all due to
change with the British and Zionist occupations.

After Israel occupied the city in June 1967, Jordan and Israel agreed that the
Islamic Wagqf would have control over the inside of the holy site, while Israel
would control external security. Non-Muslims would be allowed onto the al-
Agsa Mosque compound during visiting hours but would not be allowed to
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pray in the compound. However, President Erdogan said that the

in recent years, many pro-Temple . o o ’
religious Zionists have increasingly plan dlsregards Palestinians

entered the inner circle of Israeli po- rlg hts and attem pts to

litical leadership and have tried to legitimi 7, :
egitimize Israel’s occupation
modify the status quo. The al-Agsa 9 P

Mosque constitutes a sixth of the and that the plan prOPOSing
old city, and symbolically it is at the  to leave Jerusalem to Israel is

heart of the conflict between Israelis tabl
and Palestinians. This was the case never acceptable

even during the British occupation
of Palestine, where many revolts took place due to encroachment over parts of
al-Agsa Mosque, namely al-Buraq Wall.

The 45" and current President of the United States of America and billionaire,
Donald Trump, has declared a plan that he introduced as the ‘Middle East
peace plan’ or the so-called ‘deal of the century’ with the Prime Minister of
Israel, Benjamin Netanyahu, in the East Room of the White House on January
28, 2020. The Palestinians, the UN, the EU, the Arab League, and almost all
other political actors in the world rejected and criticized the plan. This study
aims to examine how al-Agsa Mosque is defined in the plan and could the plan
pave the way for full Israeli sovereignty and control over this Muslim holy site?

Trump’s Middle East ‘Peace’ Plan, The Deal of the Century

It must be noted that the Zionist client-state was created to serve Western in-
terests in the region; the idea of it precedes Jewish Zionism and was the brain-
child of Christian Zionism.? This is enforced by United States politics, an ex-
ample of which is the former U.S. Vice President Joe Biden making it clear that,
“As many of you heard me say before, were there no Israel, America would
have to invent one.™ The first step Trump took was U.S. recognition of Jerusa-
lem as the capital of the Israeli state on December 6, 2017.° Although rejected
by the majority of world leaders, the U.S. vetoed a motion in the United Na-
tions Security Council, in which 14 out of its 15 members condemned Trump’s
decision.® Despite international objection, the U.S. went ahead, moving its em-
bassy to Jerusalem on May 14, 2018.” Following which, Trump presented on
January 28, 2020 his Middle East peace plan as the ‘Deal of the Century’ in
a 181-page document named “Peace to Prosperity, A Vision to Improve the
Lives of the Palestinian and Israeli People,” promising to keep Jerusalem as
Israel’s undivided capital. Palestinians were lured to accept this plan with a $50
billion new investment over 10 years with Arab Gulf money.® As such, Israel
and the U.S. are putting forward a unilateral plan deciding on the permanent
status of Jerusalem and Palestine.
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While much of the current political discussions
are focused on the plan’s annexation of the
Jordan Valley and the West Bank, there is not
enough discussion over the appropriation of
al-Agsa Mosque

The Palestinian Authority and Palestinian political parties such as Hamas, as
well as the UN, the EU, the Arab League, and almost all the rest of the political
world, have rejected and criticized the plan. Whereas the United Arab Emirates,
Egypt and Bahrain fully supported the plan in official statements, Saudi Arabia
gave contradictory statements playing on both sides. This shows the extent of
Arab States’ hypocrisy and negligence over the issue of Palestine in recent times.
Turkey, on the other hand gave a clear, definitive, and sharp response against
this plan. President Erdogan said that the plan disregards Palestinians’ rights
and attempts to legitimize Israel’s occupation and that the plan proposing to
leave Jerusalem to Israel is never acceptable. Moreover, Turkey did not only give
a written statement, it voiced the issue in international platforms.

Changing the Status-Quo of Jerusalem

Under international law, al-Quds/East Jerusalem, together with the West Bank
are occupied territories since 1967 and from which Israel should withdraw, as
established in many UN resolutions.” However, Israel contends these readings
and emphasizes that it possesses rights over these territories. One thing that
Trump’s plan agrees with, and unequivocally suggests, is that a ‘united’ Jeru-
salem would be the eternal capital of Israel and would remain an undivided
city. However, in doing so, it suggests that some part of the West Bank can be
internationally accepted as the capital of a ‘future’ State of Palestine. There is an
absurd point in the document about what and where al-Quds is. It is explained
that the sovereign capital of the State of Palestine should be in a section of East
Jerusalem located in the areas east and north of the existing separation barrier,
including Kafr Aqab, the eastern part of Shuafat and Abu Dis, and “that could
be called al-Quds or another name as determined by the State of Palestine.”*
The proposed Palestinian state would not include any part of the historic or
political areas of Jerusalem falling within the current separation barrier, which
contains the Old City and al-Aqsa Mosque and the areas where most East Je-
rusalemites live. The suggestion that another site, village or town can actually
be given this centuries old name of al-Quds, shows how one-sided this plan is
in its aim of appeasing the Israeli side with a reckless disregard and belittling
of the Palestinians and Muslims. This is clearly changing the status quo and is
a violation of international law.
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According to this plan, ‘undivided Jerusalem’ including its places of worship
and holy places, especially the al-Agsa Mosque, will be under the sovereignty
of Israel, giving it the task of safeguarding these holy sites and guaranteeing
freedom of worship. Although it claims that the status quo is to be main-
tained, the plan rejects Palestinian sovereignty over al-Aqsa Mosque/ Haram
al-Sharif. "' While much of the current political discussions are focused on the
plan’s annexation of the Jordan Valley and the West Bank, there is not enough
discussion over the appropriation of al-Agsa Mosque.

The Current Status of Al-Aqsa Mosque

Al-Agsa Mosque with its ancient walls is a 35-acre (142,000m?) area of land in
the eastern part of the Old City, known by some as al-Haram al-Sharif (the No-
ble Sanctuary). It houses hundreds of monuments built by Muslim rulers after
the Muslim conquest in the seventh century, such as al-Jami’ al-Agsa (with the
silver-domed structure dating back to a small structure built by caliph Umar
and later rebuilt during the Umayyad period), the Dome of the Rock (with
its golden dome and also constructed by the Umayyads in the heart of the
al-Agsa Mosque), and the Dome of the Chain, amongst other structures. The
Mosque’s compound has been the most disputed piece of territory in the Holy
Land since Israel occupied eastern Jerusalem, including the Old City, in 1967,
together with the West Bank and Gaza Strip. However, the conflict over it dates
even further back, before the establishment of Israel, and particularly during

The “0ld City”
region of East
Jerusalem, the
occupied capital
of Palestine, and
the surrounding
area of the city
walls hosts
cultural heritage
important to
many peoples,
February 18,
2020.
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For Muslims, the compound the British occupation, during which
hosts one of Islam’s three Zionists aimed to control parts of the
western wall of the al-Agsa Mosque,

holiest sites: the ancient namely, al-Buraq Wall.
al Aqsa Mosque recons?ructed For Muslims, the compound hosts one
in the Seventh-century IS of Islam’s three holiest sites: the an-
considered to be the first cient al-Agqsa Mosque reconstructed
. in the seventh-century is considered
q'blah of Prophet Muhammad to be the first giblah (t};le place where
and the place from which he Muslims turn to during their prayers)
ascended to Heaven of Prophet Muhammad and the place

from which he ascended to Heaven.

Further, it is believed to have been
one of two centers of monotheism from time immemorial, before Judaism and
Christianity. Jews claim that it is the site where Biblical Jewish temples once
stood, thus Jewish law and the Israeli Rabbinate forbid Jews from entering the
compound and praying there as it is thought to be too holy to tread upon. Al-
Agsa Mosque’s Western Wall, known as the ‘Wailing Wall’ to Jews, is claimed
to be the last remnant of the Second Temple without any historic or archae-
ological evidence, while Muslims refer to it as al-Buraq Wall and believe it is
where the Prophet Muhammad tied al-Buraq.'> An International Commission
investigated the issue of al-Buraq wall after the Buraq Uprising in 1929 and
published its findings in 1930. The Report of the International Commission
on al-Buraq/ Western Wall concluded that the ownership of the wall and the
proprietary rights to it, belong solely to the Muslims and forms an integral
part of the Haram al-Sharif area, which is Waqf property. The commission’s
report was approved by the League of Nations in 1931. However, in June 1967,
Israel took full control of al-Buraq Wall and destroyed the Maghariba Quarter
adjacent to it with all its Waqf properties. There were also suggestions by the
Israeli army’s chief rabbi, Shlomo Goren, to blow up the Dome of the Rock"
and destroy the area of al-Agsa Mosque.

Since 1967, non-Muslims, including Jews, were allowed entry to the site during
visiting hours, but would not be allowed to pray there. However, a Jewish re-
ligious ban on entering the whole site of al-Agsa Mosque was issued by the
Chief Rabbinate of Israel and a sign was placed at the al-Agsa’s southwestern
entrance, the Maghariba Gate, warning that according to the Torah it is forbid-
den to enter the area. However, rising Temple movements, such as the Temple
Mount Faithful and the Temple Institute, have challenged the religious ban on
allowing Jews to enter the site of al-Agsa Mosque, and challenged the Israeli
government’s position on banning Jewish prayer inside the mosque. They have
gone even further and proposed reconstructing a “Third Jewish Temple’ in the
site. Such groups were on the fringe of Israeli society in the past, but today are
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backed by members of the Israeli government, though it ostensibly claims an
ambition to maintain the status quo of the compound.'* Today, Israeli Occu-
pation forces allow groups, some in the hundreds, of Jewish settlers who live
in occupied Palestinian land, to storm the al-Agsa compound under police
and army protection, heightening Palestinian fears of an Israeli takeover of the
compound.’®

In 1990, the Temple Mount Faithful announced that it would put a cornerstone
for the “Third Temple’ in place of the Dome of the Rock. This led to an upris-
ing and a massacre in which 21 Palestinians were killed by Israeli occupation
forces inside the mosque.'® In 2000, Israeli politician Ariel Sharon stormed
the holy site accompanied by some 3,000 Israeli soldiers and police, intention-
ally repeating Israeli claims to the area in light of then-Prime Minister Ehud
Barak’s U.S.-brokered negotiations with Palestinian president Yasser Arafat,
which included discussions on how the two sides could share Jerusalem. Sha-
ron’s entrance to the al-Agsa Mosque compound set off the Second Intifada,
in which more than 3,000 Palestinians and some 1,000 Israelis were killed."”
Today, Israeli soldiers and police enter al-Agsa on a daily basis; they have even
established a police station within the mosque since 1967 that is stationed at
the Ottoman Janbulat Zawiyah, north of the Dome of the Rock.

Al-Agsa Mosque Enclave in Trump’s Plan

The document, in its section on “Jerusalem’s Holy Sites,” starts by mentioning
how Israel, after the Six Day War in 1967, took upon itself the responsibility of
protecting all of the city’s holy sites and the document lists 31 of them, starting
with the “Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif, the Western Wall.” The rest of the
list is composed of 17 Christian sites and 13 supposedly Jewish ones and only
mentions with regards to Islam, “the Muslim Holy Shrines,” without naming
a single mosque or an Islamic monument from the hundreds of Islamic struc-
tures within the old city.”® This is besides listing and making up the names
of Jewish sites which have no holiness in Judaism, as shown in a study by an
Israeli NGO." It thus presents the city as being of Jewish character while un-
dermining the real character of the city. Even the wording “Temple Mount,”
followed by “Haram al-Sharif,” clearly suggests the narrative being presented.
The document then commends Israel for doing what previous rulers have not
done: “Unlike many previous powers that had ruled Jerusalem, and had de-
stroyed the holy sites of other faiths, the State of Israel is to be commended for
safeguarding the religious sites of all and maintaining a religious status quo.”*
Immediate previous powers include the Jordanian, British, Ottomans and
Mamluks and for over a millennium of Muslim sovereignty, no destruction of
churches or synagogues took place.”" In reality, it is factually established that
after the Zionist occupation in 1967, Israel had, in the first few days, destroyed
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next to al-Buraq Wall two mosques, a Zawiyah and a Madrasah, together with
the whole of the Magaribah Quarter in an archaeological crime. > The biased
narrative is clear from the outset of the document. This section will try to delve
into the position and future of al-Aqsa Mosque according to this plan.

Significance of the Site of Al-Agsa in the Plan

The name ‘al-Agsa Mosque’ is mentioned only twice in the document, once in
quoting Quran 17:1 regarding the Night Journey. The second is in reference
to one of al-Aqsa Mosque’s structures, al-Jami al-Agsa (with the silver dome),
in relation to Israeli tolerance, stating that: “Each day, Jews pray at the West-
ern Wall, Muslims pray at the al-Agsa Mosque and Christians worship at the
Church of the Holy Sepulchre”* This reduced the meaning of al-Agsa Mosque
to one single building within the Mosque’s compound, as is apparent from the
use of the term Haram al-Sharif together with Temple Mount for the whole
compound. However, it is known that the whole of the 35-acre walled area is
holy for Muslims and all of it is regarded as part of al-Aqsa Mosque.* In a sta-
tus report presented to the UNESCO by Jordan and Palestine, it is stressed that
“al-Agsa Mosque” and “al-Haram al-Sharif” are identical terms and defines it as
constituting “144 Dunums (= 144,000 m? - with lengths of 491 m west, 462 m
east, 310 m north and 281 m south).*

In the document, the whole area of al-Agsa mosque is named “Temple Mount/
Haram al-Sharif” Historically, the term al-Haram al-Sharif was first used to
refer to the whole of the al-Agsa area during the Ayyubid period after it was
regained from the crusades. This was to emphasize the sacredness of the whole
area.”® The term continued to be used during the subsequent Mamluk and
Ottoman periods and until the mid-19" century, non-Muslims were not per-
mitted into the mosque’s compound. The first known exception was made by
order of the Ottoman Sultan in 1862, during the visit of the Prince of Wales,
the future King Edward VIL.*

The text of the plan describes the importance of the al-Aqsa Mosque in terms
of the 3 religions. Obviously, it starts with the Jewish connection with this site.
The document clearly takes the official Israeli perspective on the issue of the
importance of Jerusalem and al-Aqsa to Jews and presents it as fact. The focus
of the text is on the area it contends as constituting the site of al-Aqsa Mosque
compound. It starts with the biblical name “Mount Moriah” and makes the
link to the Biblical Abraham, implying that he is the start of the Jewish con-
nection, although Judaism was not founded for another half a millennium.
It then gives the narrative of the first and second temples and stresses that it
is the holiest site for Judaism.?® Such narrative is based on unfounded ideas,
disputed even by Israeli Jewish archaeologists as fiction. The text tries clearly
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to present that Jews are connected with this site _

and always yearned for it. As for Christianity, the

document does not make any link with the site of

al-Agsa Mosque whatsoever, yet stresses the Chris- 1N reality, two billion
tian importance of the city and its churches. When  pMuslims were

it comes to the Islamic connection, it starts with .

quoting Quran 17:1, that it was the giblah only for a restricted access
short period in Madinah, and then moves to ques- to their holy site,
tioning the importance of al-Aqsa Mosque to Mus- .
lims.zggWhereaI; it tries to showqthat it isq the Holiest w'hel:eas prior t? the
site for Judaism, it states that it is ‘only’ the third Zionist occupatlon,
holiest site in Islam. This inaccurate proposition is  Muslims would visit
an attempt to undermine the importance of the site .

to Muslims. In actual fact, it is one of Islam’s three it from the four
holiest sites and the argument that it is the third is corners of earth

to implicitly push the idea that it is the holiest place

for Judaism. The text then moves into presenting an Orientalist argument that

it became an alternative Hajj center as part of Muslim rivalry. This view has

not been seen as historically acceptable, since pilgrims from Syria continued

to make pilgrimage during the Umayyad period, and Caliph Abd al-Malik

bin Marwan who built the Dome of the Rock, also visited Makkah for the
pilgrimage.* This disregarded view was presented in the text as a view shared

and accepted by the Muslim world.

The Position and Future of Al-Aqgsa in the Plan

The text of Trump’s plan claims rights to al-Aqsa Mosque in line with the Zion-
ist project and the Jewish narrative, which is clear in the text of the document.
While sometimes trying to sound objective, the rest of the text reveals the real
intentions of the plan. At the outset, it states that this is a very sensitive matter
but moves onto pay lip service and claims that Israel has kept Jerusalem open
and secure and it should remain open to all.*' In reality, two billion Muslims
were restricted access to their holy site, whereas prior to the Zionist occupa-
tion, Muslims would visit it from the four corners of earth. Discussion on the
inclusiveness of Jerusalem is, in theory, applaudable and is something that is
accepted Islamically, but in practice this has not been the case. It pushes the
idea of a ‘united Jerusalem®’ with one single sovereignty together with inclu-
sivity, but given Israel’s track record on freedom of worship for Muslims and
Christians, this is clearly not the case.

This approach is of direct importance to the position of al-Agsa Mosque in
the plan and raises the questions of how it can be accessible to all in a manner
that is respectful to all. The issue here is the contested holiness of an already
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existing Mosque: Of how Israel can respect the holiness of the Mosque when
it encroaches upon it. Although calling for the continuation of the same gov-
ernance regimes that exist today and the maintaining of the status quo over
al-Agsa Mosque compound, in practice the plan is suggesting a major change
to this. The site of the al-Agsa Mosque, referred to in the document as Tem-
ple Mount/Haram al-Sharif, is currently supervised by Jordan’s Islamic Waqf
following the 1967 War. According to an unwritten 1852 Ottoman-era regu-
lation and system, known as the status quo, only Muslims can pray at the site,
while non-Muslims are only allowed entry as visitors or tourists.”? This status
quo has been tweaked a few times, with the occupation in 1967 and the loss
of al-Buraq Wall and Israeli control over the gates of the mosque. The second
change occurred in 2000, when Ariel Sharon stormed the mosque with over
1,000 soldiers. The third was with the order of Israeli officials of the exclusion
of Muslim worshippers out of the mosque to make Jewish visitors more com-
fortable.” The fourth is with the closure of al-Aqsa Mosque for two weeks in
2017 and the sealing off parts of the mosque from Muslim access. However, the
plan suggests a major change in terms of full Israeli sovereignty, which would
change the status quo entirely and would no longer be practicable.

The text is quite contradictory in that although it calls for the status quo to be
maintained, it proposes in practice three main changes: it would “undo the
centuries-old system completely: transferring the site to Israeli rule, rescinding
Jordan’s custodianship over it and ending the ban on non-Muslim prayer.” This
seems like an attempt to end Jordan’s Islamic Waqf administration and end
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Muslim control of the mosque compound, particularly since it describes Israel
as a custodian of Jerusalem’s holy sites.**

The plan is disguised behind a benevolent vision of inclusivity and freedom of
worship, but when it comes to the practicalities, it reveals the real intentions of
changing the status quo. It calls for access to al-Agqsa Mosque for Jews, people
of other faiths and the liberation of worship at the Holy site, stating:

Jerusalem’s holy sites should remain open and available for peaceful worship-
pers and tourists of all faiths. People of every faith should be permitted to pray
on the Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif, in a manner that is fully respectful to
their religion, taking into account the times of each religion’s prayers and holi-
days, as well as other religious factors.”

Although initially trying to talk in general terms of all holy places, it specifies
the al-Agqsa Mosque compound on this matter. There is no interest in Mus-
lims or Christians praying in each other’s places of worship. The compound is
mentioned only in terms of it being a place where Jews would like to officially
commence prayer. The plan suggests that there ought to be independent wor-
ship at the mosque’s compound in an attempt to make a major change to the
historical status quo, even as the document states that it should be maintained.
It goes further in suggesting an Israeli proposition discussed in the Knesset of
allowing different times for Jewish and Muslim worship, which would in turn
mean separate times and spaces during religious holidays in particular. This
would enforce and legitimize Israel’s changes to the status quo, particularly
with regards to the temporal division of the mosque, and would give it the
green light to cross the line into the spatial division.

For some years, Israel has progressively allowed and provided for Jewish prayer
and forced greater limitations on the Waqf’s independence. Growing numbers
of religious Jews have visited the al-Agsa Mosque, many of whom are part
of Temple movements. These activist groups are pushing for political support
of Jewish prayer at the mosque, as well as full Israeli control over it, with the
ultimate purpose of building a “Third Temple.” Temple activists have already
been adopting the plan’s language to argue for doing away with the non-Mus-
lim prayer ban. Students for “Temple Mount,” for example, initiated a media
campaign within two days of the plan’s release, named “The Time Has Come:
Sovereignty and Freedom of Worship at the Temple Mount for Jews Now!,”
citing the Trump plan’s declaration in support of Jewish prayer.

David Friedman, the U.S. Ambassador to Israel, in trying to clarify the plan,
said that no forced alteration of the current status quo over al-Agsa Mosque
would take place. In a special Briefing on January 29, 2020, he was asked if
today’s status quo would change, and if Jews will be allowed to pray on the
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The proportion of Israelis who Sabbath, Christians on Sundays and

identify th I liai Muslims on Friday, and in certain
identity themseilves as religious  ,...; o; even buildings created on

Zionists is not more than 25 the Mount for Jewish and Christian

ercent in Israel but thev have prayer beside the Muslim mosque?
P y He started by acknowledging that

become the pi"ar of the state some people have found the plan

of Israel and now represent the  “contradictory to the status quo;’
hegemony and he explained that, “the status

quo, in the manner that it is ob-
served today, will continue absent
an agreement to the contrary.” Thus, any change would only take place after
an agreement of all the parties.’® His explanations claim that no change would
take place without agreement, yet the whole plan has no agreement from the
Palestinian side, which has officially rejected it outright. His statement is rather
vague as, “the status quo, in the manner that it is observed today” is not the
historic status quo and is already deviating from the historical arrangement
in both Jordanian and Palestinian eyes. Israel has substantially changed the
status quo, and in fact, already allows low-profile Jewish prayer and imposes
restrictions on Wagqf activities inside the mosque.” Thus, the “manner that it is
observed today” would include all current Israeli changes and possibly future
ones. Accordingly, Israel will want to achieve more on the ground before any
negotiations commence with a new de facto situation on the ground.

Changes in Israeli Society over Al-Aqsa

The issue of building a Temple over al-Agsa compound was considered taboo
in Israeli society, and although many aspire to it, they await divine interven-
tion. Yet with the occupation of the Holy City in 1967, the army’s chief rabbi,
Shlomo Goren, wished to blow up al-Agsa Mosque. An attempt was made by
a Christian-Zionist in 1969, causing much damage to the mosque’s southern
building, al-Jami al-Agsa, but other attempts failed. Discussion of the issue
was on the fringes of Israeli society only a few decades ago, and it was not
discussed publically in political circles. Religious Zionism shied away from the
issue until the past decade, but today it has become one of the most significant
voices within that community.* The rising Temple movements entering Israeli
politics have now turned the discussion into mainstream debate.

The proportion of Israelis who identify themselves as religious Zionists is not
more than 25 percent in Israel® but they have become the pillar of the state
of Israel and now represent the hegemony.* Many pro-Temple religious
Zionists have actually entered the inner circle of Israeli political leadership.
These people come from national-religious parties that are mighty allies of
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the ruling Likud. Former Minister of Construction, Uri Ariel, from the Jewish
Home party, for instance, has on numerous occasions violated the status-quo
by praying in the al-Agsa Compound and stated his support for the creation
of the Third Temple.** Additionally, the Minister of Education, Rafi Peretz,
made a statement that “the Temple Mount had no religious significance to
Muslims.”** Additionally, the then minister of Jerusalem and Diaspora Affairs,
Naftali Bennett has made a suggestion in 2014 for the potential enhancement
of Israeli sovereignty over al-Agsa compound and broader Jewish access to it.**
Rabbi Yehuda Glick, an influential pro-Temple religious Zionist, often featur-
ing in the news due to his controversial countless visits to the al-Aqsa site, has
even become part of the Likud and a Member of the Knesset.* Pro-Temple
groups have gained considerable power in the Israeli government and Knesset
in recent years. Judging by their comments in the news, their views are rad-
ical and indicate that they are willing to do everything to erect the so-called
Third Temple. In a study on positions of Israel’s Political Groups on the al-Agsa
Compound, Lukman shows that the majority of Israeli parties maintain that
the al-Agsa Mosque Compound must become fully under the sovereignty of
Israel. Only the progressive left and Arab-Israeli parties rejected any change to
the status quo (see Table 1 below).

Table 1: The Positions of Israel’s Political Groups on the Al-Agsa Compound

Abandon Israeli More Create the Temple
POLITICAL GROUPS | two-state | sovereignty Jewish Third religious
solution of Al-Agsa access Temple service

Mainstream | Labor

left Party
Progressive
Teft Meretz
Likud
Secular
right Temple
Faithful

Religious Jewish

right Home

. Rabbi
Racbllll;iflte Yitzhak

] Yosef

Hardali Rabbi
rabbis Shlomo

Goren

Arab Joint-

Israeli List

Source: Gilang Lukman®
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Although the Labor Party wishes for full Israeli sovereignty, it rejects the at-
tempt to push for wider Jewish access to the al-Agsa Mosque’s Compound, as
does the Chief Rabbinate for religious reasons. This is because the ultra-Or-
thodox community is divided on this matter: the majority follow the Chief
Rabbinate religious ruling that prohibits Jewish visit and prayer at the com-
pound. Some Jewish Rabbis have even blamed Jews who enter al-Agsa for the
escalation of violence and in sparking more turmoil and that it is ‘strictly pro-
hibited’ to enter the site. However, some circles of national Orthodox (Har-
dali/Hardalim) Rabbis who follow militant-messianic rabbis, such as Shlomo
Goren, encourage visits and prayer at al-Aqsa Mosque.” The Likud party, al-
though pushing for full sovereignty and more access for Jews, does not go to
the extent of supporting calls to build the Third Temple and stays detached
on the issue, though some members do support it publically. However, the
Temple Mount faithful,*® an established political movement, actively advo-
cates for the building of the Temple.* As can be seen from Table 1, the ma-
jority among Israeli parties from Right-wing parties, the ultra-Orthodox, as
well as the mainstream left, seek full Israeli sovereignty over al-Aqsa Mosque
Compound.

Latest Changes

Israel has publicly stated that it upholds the status quo, and Trump’s plan sug-
gests the same, yet it also proposes for a temporal division of al-Aqsa Mosque
which Israel had already been applying, even before Trump’s announcement
of his plan. The Mosque’s compound would thus become a shared place for
prayer. In the current arrangement, Israeli occupation forces would restrict
Muslim access in the morning (7:30 a.m. to 11:30 a.m.) and during another
time slot in the afternoon, throughout which they would allow Jewish settlers
entry to the mosque. Ostensibly, there is a ban on Jewish prayer inside the
Mosque, however, in practice, this prohibition is no longer enforced. Israeli
police have allowed low-profile prayer as well as discreet study of religious
texts and the conducting of rites of passage, while restricting open and loud
prayers to some extent. Gilad Erdan, Public Security Minister, who is respon-
sible for police policies at al-Aqsa Mosque, echoed this publicly and has openly
encouraged ongoing Jewish prayer. He is quoted to have said at numerous oc-
casions as follows:

The status quo on the Temple Mount since 1967 is unjust, and this injustice
should be corrected so that Jews will not only be able to visit the Mount, but
also to pray there. The Temple Mount is the holiest site for the Jewish people,
while it is only the third-holiest site for Muslims. It is imperative to act so as to
allow Jews to pray there as well, but this should be achieved by means of polit-
ical arrangements, rather than by force.”
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Trump’s plan and the clarification  |srael has recently increased the

of Ambassador Friedman echo Er- b fd tati d
dan’s wordings. While stating that number of deportation orders

change should be through political banning influential Muslim

agreement, Erdan is already enforc- ﬁgures from entering aI-Aqsa
ing changes on the ground without

agreement. Mosque, including the Imam of

al-Agsa Mosque, Shaikh lkrime

New developments are playing on p .
the contradictory articles of Trump’s Sa'eed Sabri

plan, in which the status quo should

be maintained, while at the same time Jewish prayer and access should be
granted. Israel is already altering current arrangements and enforcing its in-
terpretation with new facts on the ground in fulfilling Israeli sovereignty over
the site. Currently, Muslims within the mosque compound are forcefully being
confined to the closed buildings of al-Agsa Mosque during the storming of set-
tlers or are even kicked out of the mosque or imprisoned. Previously, Muslims
would pursue the settlers around the mosque and try to emphasize the Muslim
presence through raising their voices with takbir (chanting “God is Great”), but
this is no longer possible and anyone attempting to confront the settlers will be
arrested and issued with a ban from entering the mosque as they are not ‘peace-
ful worshippers’ In addition, the role of the Islamic Waqf is being restrained,
with Muslim guards not being allowed to accompany settlers or film them while
conducting religious rituals or committing aggression inside the mosque. This
would open the way for full Jewish services inside the mosque by clearing the
path of the settlers from Muslim guards and worshippers who were seen as the
hurdle in implanting this. Thus, Israel has recently increased the number of
deportation orders banning influential Muslim figures from entering al-Agsa
Mosque, including the Imam of al-Aqsa Mosque, Shaikh Ikrime Saeed Sabri.

Israeli forces have also stepped up their attempts to prevent the Waqf Author-
ity from carrying out any renovation or restoration on the Mosque compound
or structures, arresting the director of Reconstruction Committee at al-Agsa
Mosque, Bassam al-Hallag, numerous times, in an attempt to endorse full Is-
raeli sovereignty over the mosque. Israel has also started encroaching on the
role of the Waqf in the restoration of the site, such as the external walls, par-
ticularly the southern western wall. Recently it has been revealed that Israeli
authorities are using the cover of renovation to make physical changes inside
the underground level of the mosque, an issue reported to UNESCO, which
was prevented from investigating the matter.>' In addition, it has installed loud
speakers on the external walls of the mosque in August and September 2020
without an agreement with the Waqf authorities. These actions are clearly
limiting the work of the Waqf to administrating the Muslim presence in the
mosque and restricting its other duties.
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Israel has also capitalized on Besides the interference in renova-

tion works and the temporal divi-
the closure of aI-Aqsa Mosque sion, there are clear moves for the

during the COVID-19 pandemic spatial partition of the mosque,

similar to the spatial division of the
(MarCh to May 2020) to enforce Ibrahimi Mosque in Hebron. The Is-

even further Changes on the raeli authorities have pushed for the
ground banning of Muslims from certain
parts of the al-Agsa Mosque’s com-
pound, such as the area of Bab al-Rahma, in the eastern part of the mosque,
which was opened by force by Muslim worshippers in September 2019, after
Israeli forces had sealed it off for over a decade. However, Israeli forces have re-
peatedly arrested a number of Muslims from its vicinity in a repeated attempt
to seal off this area to Muslims. This corresponds with an increase of settler
movement in that area, with some settlers performing full prostration as part
of prayer rituals in the eastern part of the mosque. The matter was also pushed
politically and then transferred to an Israeli court, which issued a ruling on the

closure of the building of Bab al-Rahma in July 2020.

Israel has also capitalized on the closure of al-Aqsa Mosque during the
COVID-19 pandemic (March to May 2020) to enforce even further changes
on the ground. The opening of the al-Agsa Mosque’s compound for Muslim
worshippers was on the same day as it opened for Jewish settlers. Although
Muslims wanted this to be on a Friday, Israeli forces insisted on Sunday giving
the idea of an equal footing for both sides. This, together with clearing the set-
tlers’ path of any Muslims and allowing them to perform rituals, is fully ending
the status quo over al-Agqsa Mosque. It also paves the way for new arrange-
ments for a single sovereignty and shared custodianship meaning the Waqf
authorities will be changed or limited to looking after the affairs of Muslim
worshippers, while a similar Israeli body will do the same for Jewish worship-
pers. All of which seems to correspond with the ideas presented in the text of
the plan, of allowing “People of every faith [to] be permitted to pray on the
Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif” and giving full Israeli sovereignty over al-
Agsa Mosque enclave.

The complicity of some Arab and Muslim states such as UAE and Bahrain in
acknowledging and partaking in Trumps deal has progressed the issue fur-
ther. Both named countries have recently announced the normalization with
Israel in August and September 2020 and in the joint statement released by the
White House, there is a direct mention of al-Agsa Mosque. The framework
being Trumps Deal of the Century, where al-Agsa Mosque is reduced to a
single structure of the mosque’s compound and stressing that all “other holy
sites should/will remain open for peaceful worshippers of all faiths”>> Whether
these countries are consciously agreeing to weaver much of the al-Aqsa Mosque
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to Israeli sovereignty or are being played by the semantics is rather vague at
this stage. Conversely, the position of Palestinians on the matter is unequivo-
cal; the Islamic Supreme Council in Bayt al-Maqdis headed by Shaikh Ikrime
Sabri have issued a number of statements condemning all Israeli actions and
Trump’s plan and Arab states’ normalization deals. Additionally, in the latest
encroachment on Bab al-Rahma, the council stated that it is an integral part
of al-Agsa Mosque and warned of the dangers of turning it into a synagogue.
There are many reasons for refusing to approve of the plan to Palestinians and
Muslims at large, not least its departure from international norms and law and
its apparent bias. Such actions over al-Agsa Mosque and the possibility of ded-
icating one or more of its buildings, such as Bab al-Rahma, for Jewish prayer
will not only put an end to the already fragile ‘status quo’ but will start an in-
ternational conflict over al-Aqsa which could easily turn into a religious war.

Conclusion

The new U.S plan to ‘resolve’ the conflict seems to only exasperate it further and
sparks a new wave of conflict in Palestine and the region as a whole. Besides vio-
lating international law over Jerusalem, it encroaches on a very sensitive issue to
billions of Muslims around the world, namely al-Aqsa Mosque, and any change
to its status will surely have serious implications. Trump’s plan, although sup-
ported by some Arab countries, not only undermines the importance of al-Agsa
Mosque to Muslims, it also adopts the Zionist point of view fully. Its text clearly
suggests that it was written based on the Israeli narrative as it applauses Israel

organized to

. determine a joint
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28, 2020.
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Trump’s p|a n, a|though for its good custodianship of holy sites, contrary

ted b to reality. It goes even further to invent new Jew-
supporte y some ish holy sites in the city which have no holiness

Arab countries, not in Judaism. The use of terminology in the docu-

only undermines the ment also has a clear role in portraying the Zion-
ist view. Besides suggesting the reduction of the

importa nce of aI'Aqsa name al-Quds to a single village outside it, it re-

Mosque to Mu slims, it duces the area of al-Aqsa Mosque from the whole

. . compound which can accommodate hundreds of
Iso adopts the Zionist P
also adopts the zionis thousands of Muslims, to the silver-domed struc-

pOi nt of view fuIIy ture, al-Jami al-Aqgsa, which can accommodate
3,000-5,000 worshippers. In the document, the
whole of al-Agsa Mosque’s walled area is termed “Temple Mount/Haram al-
Sharif” and is portrayed as more significant for Jews, and should be open for
all, but in practice it aims to change the status quo, all the while claiming other-
wise. The document downplays the importance of al-Aqgsa in Islam to a political
struggle between Muslim rulers in the seventh century, thus pushing the Zionist
idea that the holy compound is not that important religiously to Muslims. It has
been demonstrated that the inclusion of such weak and extreme claims to un-
dermine the importance of the al-Agsa Mosque in Islam reveals the underlying
aims of the plan for the whole area of al-Aqsa Mosque.

The plan disguised behind an inclusive vision in calling for freedom of wor-
ship, but is rather contradictory on the issue of holy sites and particularly on
al-Agsa Mosque. In effect, it would alter entirely the status quo over al-Agsa
Mosque through three main changes: revoking Jordans administration of the
Mosque, giving full Israeli sovereignty, and terminating the ban on non-Mus-
lim prayer inside the mosque’s compound. The White House document calls
for the ‘freedomy’ of all worshippers and makes the establishment of a Jewish
prayer area in al-Agsa Mosque the initial step. Secondly, the plan would pave
the way for full Israeli control of the Muslim holy site, and the implementation
of a temporal and spatial division. This would mean, as suggested in the doc-
ument, taking into account the times of each religion’s prayers and holidays,
and may lead to the area of al-Agsa being open only to Jews during Jewish
religious holidays. If these two tactics are implemented, then this could lead to
the changing of the function of al-Agsa Mosque into a Jewish Place of worship.
Israel has substantially changed the status quo since its occupation of the city
in 1967 and continues to create a new de facto situation on the ground cap-
italizing on the lesser Muslim presence due to COVID-19 pandemic policies
and the complicity of some Arab states. Finally, the increase in the number and
representation rates of the pro-Third Temple religious Zionists in the Israeli
government and Knesset, has brought this discussion into the mainstream of
Israeli society after being on the fringes for decades. This besides creating an
unanimity in calls for full Israeli sovereignty over al-Aqsa Mosque has reig-
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nited calls for the building of a Jewish Temple over the site of the Mosque.
The full backing of the United States and the announcements of Trump’s plan
can be considered as a step towards turning this dream to reality and raises
the stakes for the destruction of al-Aqsa Mosque and the building of a Jewish
Temple in its place. @
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