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GIVING UP THE TEMPLE MOUNT? 
Steven Plaut 

Front Page Magazine, July 16, 2013 
 
The Temple Mount in Jerusalem is the holiest place on earth according to Judaism.  It is where both Biblical 
Temples stood, whose destruction is commemorated this week with fasting and mourning on the Ninth day of 
the month of Av according to the religious calendar.  The Western Wall is considered holy only because of 
its proximity to the Temple Mount.  Jews everywhere in the world pray while facing the Temple Mount, and 
if they were to pray on the Mount itself they would face the Holy of Holies, the singularity point in between 
the cherubs that were positioned on top of the Temple Ark inside the Temple.  While God’s presence is 
everywhere, according to Judaism, its most intense concentration is at that point.  The Western Wall is 
simply the guard wall around the perimeter of the Temple Mount, and is of Herodian (Roman) origin 
standing upon earlier Hasmonean foundations. 
 
The site has religious significance for Christians as well.  After the destruction of the Second Temple, 
churches were sometimes erected there. When the Muslims conquered the area, they followed the practice of 
building mosques or proclaiming as sacred to Islam the religious sites of other religions.  The Muslim general 
Umar bin al-Khattab was the second Caliph and led the armies of Islam.  In his writings he expressed scorn 
for Jerusalem and never acknowledged its sanctity.  When a temporary mosque was erected on the Temple 

http://frontpagemag.com/2013/steven-plaut/giving-up-the-temple-mount/?utm_source=FrontPage+Magazine&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=fe3595a4c5-Mailchimp_FrontPageMag&utm_term=0_57e32c1dad-fe3595a4c5-156514218%20http://frontpagemag.com/2013/steven-plaut/giving-up-the-temple-mount/?utm_source=FrontPage+Magazine&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=fe3595a4c5-Mailchimp_FrontPageMag&utm_term=0_57e32c1dad-fe3595a4c5-156514218
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Mount (long pre-dating the current Al-Aqsa mosque structure),  it was placed in the southern edge of the 
Mount.  A general in the armies of Umar, an ex-Jew who had converted to Islam, pointed out to Umar that 
placing the mosque in the northern section of the Mount would allow Muslims to pray while facing both the 
Holy of Holies of the Jews and Mecca.  Umar insisted that it be placed on the southern margin so that 
Muslims would pray facing Mecca but with their backsides toward the Holy of Holies.  That is where the Al-
Aqsa mosque stands today. 
 
Thus, the southern edge of the Mount, that is located above the ruins of what archeologists call Solomon’s 
Stables, has religious significance for Muslims.   In the center of the Temple Mount is another structure 
known as the Dome of the Rock, famous for its golden domed roof.  Some refer to it mistakenly as the 
“Mosque of Omar.”   But the structure is not a mosque at all and has no special religious significance for 
Muslims.  The problem is that this structure sits exactly on the spot that most (but not all) experts, 
archeologists and rabbis, believe is where the Holy of Holies once stood.  It also contains the “Foundation 
Stone,” which has religious significance for Judaism. 
 
The Israeli army conquered the Temple Mount in 1967 in the Six Day War, when Israel liberated Jerusalem 
from the illegal Jordanian occupation.  At the time Israel should have dismantled the “Dome of the Rock” 
and moved it elsewhere, while leaving the Al-Aqsa mosque in peace.  Muslims could then continue to control 
and administer everything associated with the mosque.  But doing so did not require Israel to relinquish 
control over every inch of the Temple Mount.  The Israeli government nevertheless decided to pursue 
tranquility through appeasement and cowardice (sound familiar?).  Not only would the Muslim religious 
authority be granted de facto hegemony over the entire Temple Mount, they would also be granted the power 
to prohibit or restrict entry to it for Jews. 
 
This has been the status quo ever since.  Jews are often prevented altogether from entering the Mount.  At 
other times, Jews are permitted some limited access, but under condition that they do not pray while on the 
Mount.  Jews whose lips move quietly while on the Mount have been arrested and evicted, motivating a few 
to learn ventriloquism.  Anyone daring to prostrate themselves while on the Mount in the direction of the 
Holy of Holies is treated even more harshly.  So here we have the spectacle of the Israeli government backing 
a prohibition on Jews praying in the holiest site of Judaism for fear of upsetting Muslims. 
 
Meanwhile, serious collateral damage from Israel’s cowardly decision to maintain Muslim control of the 
Mount has been the systematic destruction of artifacts and antiquities uncovered on the Mount by the 
Muslims, particularly in cases where the artifacts clearly point to the ancient Jewish presence on the Mount.  
Islamic radicals, including the “moderates” from the Palestinian Authority, have long denied that there ever 
were Biblical temples on the site, mountains of overwhelming archeological and historic evidence 
notwithstanding.  They have destroyed priceless evidence to the contrary. UNESCO has never uttered a word 
in protest.  It should be noted that radical Muslims also object to Jews praying at the Western Wall, which 
they also deny has religious significance for Jews.  Jews at the Wall are regularly assaulted by stone-throwing 
Muslims on the Mount. 
 
The status of the Temple Mount and the question of public access to it for Jews is further complicated 
because of some seemingly bizarre and esoteric features of Jewish religious law.  Rabbinic law prohibits 
Jews from entering the grounds where the Temples stood while they are in a “state of impurity.”  The notion 
of “state of impurity” is a Biblical one, where one becomes “impure” by having any contact with a dead 
body, including being present in a cemetery or funeral.  This impurity is not a moral judgment, and in some 
cases indeed one is commanded to make oneself “impure” (such as attending a relative’s funeral or burying a 
corpse found in public space), but merely serves as a basis for prohibiting entrance into the Temple for 
ritualistic purposes.  The Biblical “cure” for the impurity using ashes from a special red heifer cannot be used 
today because no such bona fide animals are available. The bottom line is that according to Jewish rabbinic 
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law itself, Jews may not enter the grounds where the Temple stood, and especially not where the Holy of 
Holies stood. 
 
On the one hand, the Jewish religious restrictions upon Jews make the politics of the Temple Mount 
seemingly easier to surmount.  Religious Jews do not seek access to the center of the Mount for religious 
purposes, the area where the Dome of the Rock now stands.  On the other hand, most of the Temple Mount is 
clearly outside the grounds of the Biblical Temple, in areas where the “impure” may enter, and there is no 
reason why Jews cannot enter these and conduct prayers there.  (No one is seeking to conduct Jewish 
religious activities inside the Al-Aqsa mosque!!)  But radical Muslim hegemonists consider this an affront to 
Islam.  Not only must Jews be denied access to the Temple Mount to “defend” the Mosque, but Jews should 
be denied any sovereignty or presence in Jerusalem altogether. 
 
All of the above puts some results from a recent public opinion poll into proper perspective.  As published in 
Makor Rishon, July 12, 2013, the vast majority of Israelis oppose construction of a new Temple now, and 
opposition among religious Jews is even stronger.   Those who say they favor building of the New Temple 
may actually mean they’d like the Messiah to show up and order such a move, not that government 
bureaucrats do so.  No one seems opposed to “preparing” for the coming Messianic Age by doing things like 
tailoring garments for Temple priests, forging Temple trumpets, or learning the rabbinic laws concerning 
conduct of Temple ritual.  Even the most ornery atheist can find nothing in such things objectionable.   A 
minority of Israeli Jews favor some preliminary construction for a new Temple building, presumably 
including dismantling and relocating the Dome of the Rock, but no such proposal is being seriously 
considered by the government. 
 
Interestingly, a full 72% of Israeli Jews favor partitioning of the territory of the Temple Mount so that 
Muslim control and administration is restricted to the Al-Aqsa mosque, and where Jews would have access to 
other parts of the grounds.  A large plurality favor legal initiatives that protect Jewish rights of access to the 
Mount, including the right to conduct prayers there. 
 
More generally, the entire legal status quo for the Temple Mount, under which Israel relinquishes control to 
the Muslim religious authorities, serves as yet another reminder that Jewish self-abasement and cowardice do 
not win Israel any tolerance or goodwill.  The time has come for Israel to make it clear that it will no longer 
seek peace via gestures of debasement of Jewish dignity nor by auto-suppression of the legitimate religious 
rights of Jews.  If the Muslim world should ever wish to come to terms with Israel and seek an actual modus 
vivendi, then it will have to do so with an Israel that insists on the defense of legitimate Jewish religious 
rights, including their right of access to (at least) parts of the Temple Mount. 
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MOURNING A SELF-IMPOSED EXILE 
Evelyn Gordon 

Jerusalem Post, July 15, 2013 
 

Ever since Jerusalem was liberated in 1967, Tisha Be’Av, the day of mourning for the destruction of the 
Temple that falls this week, has sparked debates over whether continued mourning is appropriate when 
rebuilt Jerusalem is flourishing in a reestablished Jewish state. Yet the day provides a needed reminder of the 
degree to which, even in Israel, Jews remain in a self-imposed exile: For the first time in history, we have 
ceded control of our holiest site voluntarily rather than against our will. 
 

The good news, as a new poll shows, is that Israel’s Jews are starting to grasp the inappropriateness of this 
abdication: Though only a minority favors rebuilding the Temple, solid majorities agree both that Israel 
should reassert control of the Temple Mount and that it should use this control to enable Jews as well as 

http://www.jpost.com/Experts/Mourning-a-self-imposed-exile-319868?prmusr=pe1z3t60Eb2sFy9jT%2f%2b%2fNQCTCoDwEbDAwspcdFvndBuoZEd6r9w9K281Z8%2bf8acD
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Muslims to pray there, just as it does at Hebron’s Cave of the Patriarchs (Machpela). The bad news is that 
we remain far from translating this realization into practice. 
 

There was nothing voluntary about the losses Tisha B’Av commemorates: Babylon destroyed the First 
Temple after vanquishing the Jews in battle; Rome destroyed the second after doing the same. Nor, for 
millennia, was there any doubt about our desire to rectify that loss: Jews began building the Second Temple 
on the ruins of the first the moment the area’s then-hegemon, Persia, permitted them to return from exile and 
start work; when it, too, was destroyed, countless generations prayed to be able to return and rebuild it again. 
 
Modern Israel initially seemed to follow this same pattern. There was nothing voluntary about its loss of half 
of Jerusalem during the War of Independence, and when the Six-Day War provided an opportunity to recoup 
this loss, Israel seized it. Immediately afterward, the government annexed East Jerusalem, alone of all the 
territories captured in 1967. Thousands of Jews flocked to the Temple’s last surviving remnant, the Western 
Wall, to celebrate its liberation. Mordechai Gur, whose brigade liberated the Old City, announced his success 
in a now-iconic broadcast: “The Temple Mount is in our hands!” Like generations before him, Gur 
understood that the Mount was the Jewish people’s heart and soul; thus it was the Mount whose liberation he 
proudly proclaimed – not the Old City, the Jewish Quarter, or even the Western Wall. 
 

But then, something unexpected happened: Secular Jews who hoped to trade most of the newly acquired 
territories for peace, and sought to prove their bona fides, joined forces with religious Jews who deemed the 
Mount too holy to profane by a Jewish presence (though oddly, not a Muslim one). Together, they voted to 
abandon the Mount and return de facto control to the Muslim Wakf. Consequently, to this day, Jews are 
forbidden even to open a prayer book or recite a Psalm on the Mount, and Jewish visitors are allowed up only 
in small groups, when they aren’t barred altogether. 
 

As I’ve written before, this decision had numerous harmful consequences. First, it betrayed Israel’s 
fundamental obligation to protect Jewish rights: Today, Jewish policemen routinely arrest Jews for the 
“crime” of seeking to pray at Judaism’s holiest site. 
 

Second, it undermined Israel’s longstanding demand to retain Jerusalem as its united capital: How is the 
world to believe we truly care about Jerusalem when we voluntarily ceded control of its holiest Jewish site, 
not even demanding anything in exchange, and obediently enforce the Wakf’s ban on Jewish prayer there 
while letting Muslims worship freely? 
 

Third, it encouraged the Arab belief that violence pays, because every time they riot on the Mount, or even 
threaten to riot, Israel responds by closing it to Jews – sometimes for years, as in 2000-2003. 
 

But perhaps worst of all, it encouraged our enemies’ belief that they can someday destroy us, by 
demonstrating that deep in our psyches, we ourselves aren’t sure of our right to a sovereign state here. For no 
people confident of the justice of its cause could voluntarily cede its holiest site to others. 
 

It’s therefore encouraging that Israeli Jews are starting to understand how problematic this is. In a poll 
conducted last month for the Joint Forum of Temple Mount Organizations, 49% of respondents deemed it 
“important” or “very important” for Jews to visit the Mount, handily outnumbering the 37% who considered 
it unimportant. Significantly, this included a plurality of secular and traditional Jews as well as 78% of 
religious Zionists; only the ultra-Orthodox overwhelmingly considered it unimportant. Moreover, 55% of 
respondents expressed personal interest in visiting the Mount, including 60% of secular and traditional 
respondents (compared to 20% of the ultra-Orthodox). 
 

Unsurprisingly, only a minority expressed interest in praying there; many Israeli Jews have no interest in 
praying anywhere. But fully 59% – including even a plurality of the ultra-Orthodox – thought Israel should 
impose an arrangement on the Mount similar to that at Machpela, where both Muslims and Jews can worship 
freely in separate sections of the site. This would actually be even easier on the Mount, since unlike at 
Machpela, Jews and Muslims don’t want to pray in the same spot: All Jewish religious authorities agree that 
the area containing the Mount’s mosques is currently forbidden to Jews. 
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A majority of respondents also want Israel to wield de facto control over the Mount – a necessary precursor 
to such an arrangement. Almost one-fifth of respondents incorrectly thought it already does. But of the 
others, 47% thought the state should be in charge, while another 11% wanted a Jewish religious authority in 
control. 
Unfortunately, the government is way behind the public on this issue. Nevertheless, if enough of the public 
were to press hard enough for long enough, no democratic government could remain indifferent forever. 
 

Forty-six years after Gur’s proclamation, the Temple Mount still isn’t in our hands. Thus this week, Jews will 
once again justly mourn their exile from their holiest site. But it’s vital to remember that this exile, unlike the 
others, is self-imposed. Hence if we are ever to realize our tradition’s promise that Tisha Be’Av will someday 
become a day of rejoicing rather than mourning, it’s our responsibility to work to end it. 
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OTHER PEOPLE’S SIN’AT CHINAM 
Yair Rosenberg, 

Tablet Magazine, July 15, 2013 
 

“What do you think about baseless hatred?” This is not the sort of question most academics are used to being 
asked, let alone by reporters. But at this time of year, when Jewish tradition mourns the destruction of the 
First and Second Temples, it’s exactly the sort of query regularly put to Hebrew University’s Isaiah Gafni, a 
preeminent historian of rabbinic Judaism. That’s because the rabbis of the Talmud famously attributed some 
of these tragedies to sin’at chinam, or baseless hatred among Jews, which brought about divine punishment. 
 

Now, Israeli journalists are not really interested in Gafni’s scholarly opinion of the term. “What they’re 
trying to say,” he observes in one of his public lectures, “is that there’s as much sin’at chinam now as there 
was then.” The reporters want Gafni to use his academic credentials to bolster their social critique of 
contemporary Israel, which is deeply divided along factional lines. But he refuses to play along. “I’ve really 
gotten sick of that question, and I usually try to answer now saying: ‘I really don’t know, because I am not 
plagued with sin’at chinam. The people that I hate really deserve it!” He chuckles. “Usually they kind of 
hang up on me. This is not what they wanted.” 
 

But Gafni’s seemingly unserious riposte makes a serious point. “No one is ever guilty of sin’at chinam,” he 
notes. “It’s always the other person that’s guilty of hating me.” Our own animosities are always justified in 
our eyes; it’s only hatred harbored by others that we consider groundless. A quick glance at modern political 
invocations of the charge of sin’at chinam perfectly illustrates Gafni’s principle: for many Jewish ideologues, 
sin’at chinam is the perpetual sin of other people, specifically those they disagree with. 
 

“The true face of the fascist purveyors of sin’at chinam,” thunders a blogger for the London Jewish 
Chronicle, are “the settlers and their great pretender friends.” Of course, for a sympathizer of the settler 
movement, sin’at chinam was evident when “those Jews who did move trailers onto hills within their existing 
towns were dislodged by the IDF.” In the eyes of hawkish pro-Israel advocates, the dovish group J Street 
promulgates baseless hatred. Yet some of the liberal lobby’s supporters believe they have found the true 
purveyors of sin’at chinam: right-wing Zionists organizations like NGO Monitor. “We will show that sin’at 
chinam will soon be a way of the past if our voices have anything to say about it!” proclaim Women of the 
Wall. “Stop practicing sin’at chinam, baseless hatred, and you will find it mysteriously vanishes. It’s easy to 
have peace and unity — just pray with us, and don’t try to change us,” admonish their opponents, a group 
called Women for the Wall. And so on. 
 

Setting aside completely the merits of these individual critiques, they all miss the point. Nothing could be 
further from the spirit of Tisha B’Av, tomorrow’s national fast day, than using its moral vocabulary to 
impugn others. In fact, when it comes to explaining the root causes of the destruction of the Temple, the 
Talmud teaches the very opposite lesson: that we must root out baseless hatred within ourselves. 

http://www.tabletmag.com/scroll/137791/other-peoples-sinat-chinam
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“The destruction of Jerusalem came about through a Kamzta and a Bar Kamzta,” declares the Babylonian 
Talmud (Gittin 55b). A “certain man,” the rabbis recount, had a friend named Kamtza and an enemy named 
Bar Kamtza. This individual threw a party, and sent his servant to invite the former. But the messenger erred 
and instead brought the host’s soundalike foe, Bar Kamtza. And so, in full view of the many rabbis in 
attendance, the host ejected Bar Kamtza from the festivities, even after he offered to pay for the entire party 
rather than face such public humiliation. Embittered by this experience, and particularly incensed at the 
rabbis who stood by while he was shamed, Bar Kamtza slanderously denounced the Jews to the Roman 
emperor, setting in motion the conquest of Jerusalem. 
 

What’s striking about this tale is that it apportions blames to the people recounting it, namely, the rabbis who 
did not intervene at the party. The host of the affair, the ostensible culprit, is never even named. While the 
Talmudic sages could easily have pinned the entire episode on him, they chose instead to share the blame 
themselves. National tragedy, in the traditional understanding, is not an opportunity to assert our own sense 
of superiority, but to foster a spirit of self-critique. As the Mussaf prayer every Rosh Chodesh reminds us, 
“because of our sins, we were exiled from our land.” 
 

On Tisha B’Av, of all days, we are not meant to point to flaws outside ourselves, however apparent they may 
be, but rather to examine those within. After all, we can never truly know the minds and motivations of 
others. The only baseless hatred we can diagnose is our own. 
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