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ABSTRACT: The history of Islamigjernsalem has been tackled from both differing
perspectives and points of view throughout the centuries for many and diverse reasons.
The objective of this article is namely to seek to trace the notions of the German
Ovientalist, Heribert Busse, through some of bis publications written_from the 1950’
until the first decade of the third millenninm. This article examines some of bis views
on the following themes: Busse and the Muslim History and its sources; the al-Agsa
Mosque, and the Night Journey of the Prophet Mubammad. It was found out that
Busse’s approach has been selective in accepting and rejecting information; and that his
approach in dealing with the history of Islamigjernsalem does not reflect a
comprehensive understanding of the primary Muslim texcts which is a pitfall of some
western schools of thought. It has concluded that Busse attempts to cast doubt on the
anthenticity of the early Muslim sources regarding most of the issues of the first Islamic
conguest of Aelia (Islamisjernsalerm) and to undervalue the importance of such sonrces
relating to the period of the conguest, is part of his efforts to undermine the significance
of Islamisjerusalem in Islam, and presenting the history of Islamicjernsalem from a
single point of view.
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Introduction

The history of Islamicjerusalem' has been tackled from both
differing petspectives and points of view throughout the centuries
for many and diverse reasons. This region’ has always been of
majot concern for Jews, Christians and Muslims.” It could be said
that its religious significance has been one of the main factors that
has led the followers of all three monotheistic religions to make
strenuous efforts to take over the tegion by any means. It is
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arguably more difficult to adopt a neutral approach in such a case
where various religious intetrests meet and clash.

Many Arab and Muslim scholars and reseatchers regard the history
of Islamicjerusalem and its associated events as an indisputable
issue for this region only occupied a minor place in studies which
discuss the history of the eatly Islamic period in general.
Consequently, this has opened the doot for many writers to start
doubting events directly or indirectly related to this subject, some
of them even describing Islamic history as legend and myth.

However during the last two centuties, Orientalists who focused
on the Muslim history in general and Islamicjerusalem history in
particular, have published an extensive literature on the subject.*
These scholars have tended to deal with the matter particulatly
from a historical and theological point of view. Indeed, someone
reading the available literature on Muslim history in general and
Islamicjerusalem history in particular may easily believe that some
of the Ortientalist scholars who have written about
Islamicjerusalem seem to be tejecting or at least underestimating
Muslim soutces and accounts.” Consequently, the need for a
discussion of the atguments of some modern Orientalist
researchers, with particular attention to those who deny the
authenticity of events related to Jerusalem from an Islamic point of
view appeats to be pressing.

Modern studies about Islamicjerusalem may be divided into two
different schools (Al-Tel 2003, 19). The first school tends to cast
doubt upon the authenticity of the eatly Islamic sources and
overall denies their importance, such as the German Orientalist
Heribert Busse, whereas the writers of the second school
acknowledge the authenticity of the eatly Islamic soutrces in
general, yet mention it in only a few brief lines or pages (Al-Tel
2003, 19). Futthermore, it should be noted that the region of
Islamicjerusalem under Muslim rule in Orientalists sources has
been subject to much alteration and distottion” (Abu-Munshar
2007, 2).
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It is vital to the Islamicjerusalem to gain a better understanding in
a more holistic and detailed mannet of what has been obscure for
a long time, especially because of the “distortion”, “falsification”
and “alteration” which Islamicjetusalem history has suffered from
(El-Awaisi 2007, 134). Motreover it is the responsibility of
academics to explore the past experiences objectively in order to
give a better undetstanding to the present moment as well as the
future. The researcher believes in the impottance of the studies
and researches that shed light on the issues which raise many
discussions and disputation.

This article will therefore seek to trace the notions of the German
Orientalist, Hetibert Busse, through some of his publications
written from the 1980’s until the first decade of the third
millennium. In his writings, Busse patticulatly seems to have
focused on Jerusalem from an “Islamic point of view”, which has
ptovoked a heated debate among some of his critics (e.g. El-
Awaisi 2007; Abu-Munshar 2007; ‘Athamnah 2000; Al-Tel 2003).
This article will therefore examine some of his views on the
following themes: Busse and the Muslim History and its sources;
the al-Agsa Mosque, and the Night Journey of the Prophet
Muhammmad.

The Approach of Heribert Busse

Islamicjerusalem holds a special status for all Muslims and nations.
Many verses in the Qur'an (e.g. 17:1; 7:137; 21:69-71; 21:81; 34:18)
emphasised the connection between Islamicjerusalem with many
Prophets and with the concept of Barakal’. Even though
Muslim armies, as Armstrong states, did not conquer Jerusalem
until 638 CE, some six yeats after the Prophet's death,
Islamicjerusalem has been tegarded holy by Muslims from the very
beginning, since it had been the first Muslim gzblab i.e. direction for
prayer (Armstrong 1997, 10).

Although Busse explicitly acknowledges the significance of
Jetusalem in Islam (Busse 2003, 2), he, at the same time, tries to
refute this idea by highlighting 2 number of points, such as the fact
that it is not directly mentioned by name in the Quran (Busse
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2003, 2). He argues that the Muslim tradition has “created” an
image of Jerusalem that combined Jewish and Christian elements
with specifically Islamic ones (Busse 2003, 2). This article thus
attempts to study the approach of Hetibert Busse to the historical
and theological aspects of Islamicjerusalem. Howevet, his work on
the history of Islam and Muslim in general is excluded unless it is
pertinent to these aspects.

Heribert Busse, Professor at the University of Kiel is one of
Europe's most renowned scholats in Middle Fastern Studies and
Comparative Religion. His work on Islamicjetusalem appeats to
have been conducted from a number of angles, based on -as he
claims- an Islamic point of view'. In his articles, Busse addresses
the Night Journey of Prophet Muhammad, the first Muslim
conquest of Jerusalem and ‘Umar as a conquetor, and the
relationship between Solomon’s Temple and the Ka‘bah as well as
between the cities of Jerusalem and Makkah.

In order to obtain a thorough study of Busse’ writings on
Islamicjerusalem, the researcher will analyse five of his articles on
the subject matter to determine his approach and methodology.
Most of the writings of this German Otientalist are either in
German or English. However, it was difficult to find an English
equivalent to some of his German atticles on the subject matter.
This research exclusively concentrates on a variety of Busse’s
English atticles in this regard. These are: “Umat’s Image as the
Conqueror of Jerusalem” (1986), “Jerusalem and Mecca, the
Temple and the Kaaba: An account of their interrelation in Islamic
times” (1986), “Jerusalem in the Stotry of Muhammad’s Night
Journey and Ascension” (1991), “The Destruction of the Temple
and its Reconstruction in the Light of Muslim Exegesis of Surah
17:2-8” (1996) and “Jerusalem™ (2003).

Busse and the Muslim History and its Sources

Although there are many details in the history of Islamicjerusalem
which are considered as postulates because of the agteement
among Muslim and non-Muslim natrations, Busse still seems to
ignore the facts and consensus among histotians much of the time.
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This is clear when he claims that what is natrated by the Islamic
sources about the first Muslim conquest of Aelia is a legend
created by Muslim histotians in order to give the city a holy Islamic
character (Busse 1986, 161).  Busse attempts to highlight the
differences in the Muslim accounts in otder to show that the eatly
Muslim historians had no consensus on the subject matter,
therefore justification enough to identify all those accounts as
myths and legends.

Many teseatchets (e.g. such as al-Tel and Athaminah) have
however examined the different names and dates that are related
to the first conquest of Islamicjerusalem and arrived at a
convincing conclusion over the confusions over names and dates
rather than questioning the occutrence of the event itself. There is
indeed a disagreement and contradiction among the Muslim
narratives and sources with tegards to the real date of the
conquest, as histotical accounts have reported different dates
generally extending between the years 15-17 A.H/ 636-638 A.D.
This can certainly cause some inaccuracies, errors and
contradictions about the exact dates of many events, nevertheless
some might evaluate these inaccuracies as “a natural phenomenon”
in the writing of histoty (al-Tel 2003, 119). This, however, would
not necessatily lead to the complete rejection of these accounts
resulting in the belief of uncertainty of their occurrence. The issue
of Umar’s visit at the time of the first Muslim conquest has the
consensus of eatly Muslims (e.g. al-Waqidi and al-Tabari) and non-
Muslim (e.g. Eutychius and Theophanes) historians and was not
previously contested issue.

While Busse tejects the Muslim accounts of the conquest of
Islamicjerusalem as myth and legend, he simultaneously seems to
utilise them in order to present some of his opinions with a great
degree of finesse, in that way appeating to establish conclusive
facts. For instance, Busse puts forth that “according to Islamic
tradition the conquest of Jerusalem took place in autumn 636,
following the decisive battle on the Yarmuk which was fought on
Rajab 12th, 15 A.H. (August 20th, 636 A.D)” ( Busse 1986, 149).
Busse starts his article with this sentence as if there was consensus
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among historians. Whereas if we look at the works of Muslim
historians as is presented by al-Tel we can easily notice that as he
states “Islamic narratives and sources seem to disagtee and actually
contradict one another with regards to the real date of the
conquest as they report different dates extending between the
years 15-17 A.H 636-638 A.D”(Al-Tel 2003, 109).

This raises the question of the methodology in histotical inquity; if
“the historian is to let the text speak for itself or merely let history
speak for itself” (Buaben 1996, 320). In this case, Busse does not
seem to have allowed history to speak freely for itself, but rather
he is very selective. One of his flaws is that he tends to cast doubt
on many of the classical Muslim traditions, and attributes less
credit to contemporary Muslim histotians (Busse 1996, 1).
Consequently he seems to be relying quite often on his own
conjectures.

At the same time, Busse appears to have shown a tendency of
ignoring or belittling Islamic thought and soutces by attributing
them to pre-Islamic practices ot accusing them of dependence on
certain foreign soutces, such as Persian, Greek, or Roman. In one
of his articles he concludes that the interpretation of the Qut’anic
chapter 17:2-8 “has been dominantly adopted from the Biblical
account as it has been developed in Rabbinical and Patristic
literature, adjusting it as to bting it in line with the Muslim creed”
(Busse 1996,16). Also he maintains that many stories with a biblical
background are undoubtedly situated in Jetusalem and some of
these stories have been included in the holy book of the Muslims
(Busse 2003, 2).

With this approach, Busse seems to have been rather selective
choosing only to paint a negative pictute of the Qutr’an exegesis
fitstly, by stating “Something seems to be missing at the beginning
of 17:2” (Busse 1996, 2). Secondly, he completely ignores the more
objective sources (e.g. Ibn Kathir, Tbn al-‘Arabi) and depends
exclusively on foreign researchers to extract his outcomes. He
verifies his opinions by referring to Richatd Bell, Regis Blachere,
and Rudi Paret whom he claims gave short comments on it in their
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“respective” translations of the Qut'an. Furthermore, he criticises
one of the healthy phenomena in dealing with Qur’anic texts
identifying it as a weak point in the field. For instance, he focuses
on the differences between the exegetes, such as al-Zamakhshar,
al-Qurtubi, and al-BaydawTs intetptetations of the same phrase
which demonstrate simulating and robust argument reading these
texts. Busse again has followed in the footsteps of many
Ortientalist in depending on soutces not specialized in the topics he
deals with, such as Angelika Neuwirth, as a source for examination
of Surah 17:2-8 (Busse 1996, 2).

One of the points that captured the researcher’s attention while
teading Busse’s article is that he mentions that “the only reliable
and independent tepott on the siege of Jerusalem by the early Arab
conquetors is the Gteek-Orthodox patriarch of Jerusalem
Sophtonius” (Busse 1986, 150). One wonders why he asserts this
so strongly. Several questions should be asked. What is his
intension in using the word ‘only”? to whom is Sophrontus
considered to be the most teliable reporter and lastly in what way
can he be regarded as independent ot not. The researcher finds a
similat apptoach in another article when he says “Richard Bell,
Regis Blachete, and Rudi Paret in their “respective” translations of
the Qut'an” (Busse 1996.1). Again why does he take these for
granted and question the Muslim sources?  Surely a better
argument could be developed by quoting sources from all sides of
the debate.

Busse and the al-Aqsa Mosque?

Busse tries, in his articles, to maintain a link between the al-Aqsa
Mosque and the Jewish Temple and between the Temple and the
Ka‘bah (Busse 1996 and 1986). The objective, as he maintains, is
“to back their [Muslim] claim to the Temple Mount (al-Haram al-
Shatif), whose buildings are, in their [Muslim| opinion, the true
successot to the Temple” (Busse 1996, 1), and to give an outline of
the subject, full treatment, and a more comprehensive study of the
soutces (Busse 1986, 236).
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Busse comes up with conclusions which, from an Islamic and
Muslim point of view, appear to be rather unacceptable and
illusory. He moreover tends to repeat these arguments in several of
his ‘articles, so much so that they are established as facts for later
researchers. One of Busse’s main arguments in this regard is that
Muslims have not only “occupied” the site, but rebuilt the Temple
in its original splendor and shape (Busse 1996, 17). Also he
furthermore alleges the presence of three main similarities between
the “Jewish” temple and the Ka'bah. First, the temple and the
Ka'bah have a common foundation in Semitic teligion. Second,
after the destruction of the Jewish temple in Jerusalem, two
successors arose: the Christian Church of the Holy Sepulcher and
the Muslim Haram al-Sharif “which occupies the site previously
occupied by the temple”. Third, a transfer of traditions occurred
from the Temple to the Ka'bah via the Haram al-Sharif or the
Church of the Holy Sepulcher in ordet to make the Ka'bah a
sanctuary equal to the Temple ot even supetior to it (Busse 1986).

Busse and al-Isra’ wa al-Mi‘raj

The Night Journey and Ascension happened during the lifetime of
the Prophet Muhammad. According to Muslim faith, he is believed
to have travelled to Islamicjerusalem during the night from al-
Masjid al-Haram in Makkah, and ascended from there to the
highest of Heavens. Nor argued that “Islamicjerusalem is the only
land which serves as a medium of the relation between earth and
Heaven” (Nor 2006, 3). He added that the Night Journey shows
the importance of Islamicjerusalem as the mediator between
humankind and the Creator (Nor 2006, 3).

Although Busse is one among those writers who agtee that
Jerusalem is the intended interpretation in the Qur’an 17:1 (Busse
1991, 25; Busse 2003, 3), however, he argues that the tetms Isra’
and Mi’raj meant essentially the same thing, i.e. a heavenly joutney
(Busse 1991, 37). He also mixes various issues up and tries to
divide them into parts based on his opinion and ignoting the view
of Muslim scholars, he concludes that al-Ista’ and al-Mi‘taj are two
words with identical meaning. Moreover he separates the journey
into three categories: the ascension (Mi‘raj); the journey to Bayt al-



ISLAMICJERUSALEM IN THE WRITINGS OF HERIBERT BUSSE 111

Maqdis; and finally the journey to Bayt al-Maqdis and the
ascension as if it differs from the preceding parts. Busse
furthermore seems to imply that the books of history and )adith
misunderstand ot at least misread the reports received from the
Prophet.

Although accepting that the Night Journey was to Jerusalem,
Busse tejects the whole meaning and purpose of Isra' and Mi’raj as
a fabrication metely to setve various putposes: the legitimizing of
the five daily prayets, the strict prohibition on the drinking of
wine; the permission for bleeding (Hijama), and function as a
vehicle for the adoption of Christian teachings (Busse 1991). It
must be noted that many of the alleged putposes for the journey,
have not been linked with this joutney in the Islamic sources; for
example the prohibition of wine happened many years after the
Night Joutney, only after the migration to Madina. This is
reflected in that all the verses ate recorded only in Madani chapters
(Quran 2:219; 4:43; 5:90).

Moteovet, the argument that the prophets whom Muhammad met
on his way to Jerusalem and to al-bait al-ma'mur (in the heavens) is
recognised the supetiotity of Islam. He further adds that one of
the major putposes of the stoty was to inform the Muslim
believers of the secrets of Heaven and Hell. He concludes that the
idea of including Jetusalem in the number of Muslim holy places
by declaring the Temple Mount (i.e. al-Aqgsa Mosque) is the goal of
Muhammad's Night Joutney and his prayer in Jerusalem and his
Ascension from there have superseded the other aspects of the
stoty of Isra' and Mitaj (Busse 1991, 39-41). Thus, again
according to Busse the story was fabricated to give justification to
various Muslim claims and by asserting this idea he questioned a
belief absolutely fundamental to Muslims. Moreover on the
conttaty, anothet scholat, Karen Armstrong, disagrees with these
conclusions by presenting other interpretations of this journey
states that trather it symbolised the Muslims' conviction of
continuity and solidarity with the older faiths. The flight of their
Prophet from the Ka‘bah to the Temple Mount also revealed the
transference of Mecca's holiness to Jerusalem, al-Masjid al-Aqsa
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(Armstrong 1996, 225). She added that there was a divinely
established connection between the two cities (Atmstrong 1996,
225).

Conclusion

In shott, Busse’s approach in dealing with the history of
Islamicjerusalem does not reflect a comprehensive understanding
of the primary Muslim texts which is a pitfall of some western
schools of thought. This study has artived at many important
conclusions. On one hand, Busse attempts to cast doubt on the
authenticity of the early Muslim sources regarding most of the
issues of the first Islamic conquest of Aelia (Islamicjerusalem) and
to undervalue the importance of such soutces telating to the
period of the conquest, thus undermining the significance of
Islamicjerusalem in Islam, and presenting the histoty of
Islamicjerusalem from a single point of view. He not only cast
doubt on the authenticity of the eatly sources, but also attempts to
deny the historical fact of Caliph 'Umar Ibn al-Khattab's visit to
the region of Islamicjerusalem. Busse claims that the Muslim
conquest is embellished with imaginary myths and legends, and
that consequently there remain few authentic accounts from this
stage ignoring the fact that these accounts are suppotted by many
written by non-Muslims, some despising Umat and the Muslims
such as Theophanes.

It has been clear that Busse’s approach has been selective in
accepting and rejecting information. For example, he is amongst
the few non-Muslim writers who accept that Jerusalem is the
intended interpretation in the Qur’an for the Night Journey.
However, at the same time, he argues that the tetms Isra’ and
Mr’raj mean essentially the same thing, i.e. a heavenly journey and
proceeds to question the reasons why it was fabricated. Busse is
also selective when explicitly acknowledging the significance of
Jetusalem in Islam, tries at the same time to refute this idea by
highlighting many points such as that it is not mentioned by name
in the Qur’an.
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Busse does not abide by scholarly objectivity; his writings are
simply polemic in many ways. He selected and used the evidence
to suppott conclusions determined in advance. In deed one can
see bias even from the titles used. For example in “Omar’s Image
as The Conquetot of Jerusalem”, he gives the impression to the
reader from the beginning that what he/she is going to read is
questionable. In addition, he keeps repeating many words with
negative connotation and shows his bias and subjectivity by using
such words as “legend”, “allegedly”, “vetsions of the fall” and
many others.

Studying the wtitings of Heribert Busse has lead the researcher to
agree with El-Awaisi in his argument that Orientalists have tried to
underestimate genetally the relevance of the Qur'an and Hadith to
the thinking of Muslims and particularly the importance of
Islamicjerusalem within the Qut'an and Hadith (El-Awaisi 2007,
134). This has been patticulatly true for Busse who throughout his
writings has tried to underestimate the writings of Muslim scholars
and regard them much of the time as myth and legend, and at the
same time accepting non-Muslim accounts as the authority. Fot
such a troubled impottant pivotal region such as Islamicjerusalem
one sees that the backgtound of the author may play a large part in
their interpretation of its history and importance to other faiths.
This would need further investigation in the case of Busse, but it
must be noted that mutual trespect amongst scholars is essential
whatever their background.

As is the case with many issues, one has to be aware of the
background of the problem; the long standing misunderstanding
caused by the Otintalist approach is a major factor. As noted
earlier, one should let history and the texts speak for themselves.
In the spitit of fairness, it should be said that even some
contemporaty books on Islam by Muslim authors suffer from
similar shortcomings. Certainly, not all Western writings on Islamic
histotry have the same degtee of bias. There are even a few that
could be classified as sincere effotts by non-Muslims to portray the
histoty of Islam and Muslims in an impartial objective light.
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Therefore the study recommends, scholats from different
backgrounds should continue to contribute and patticipate in
conferences and debates which open the channels for academics
on both/all sides to debate mote easily and effectively. The works
of Arabic and Islamic students of Orientalism must aim at
scrutinising and cfiticising their own studies. At the same time they
should be prepared to take the lead in presenting their histoty and
other subjects as they are in reality objectively and accutately
without addition or decrease by doing so take the next step in
depicting their selves before others do that in their behalf. Mutual
respect and trust are necessary.
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