
 

 

 

Religion in Palestine: Jerusalem,  

  

From Multi ethnic city to nationalism. 

 

 

Palestine is known as the Holy Land. A land that witnessed the birth of 

Prophets such as Jesus Christ. The refuge of many prophets and their steady 

home; from Abraham to Moses; And the ascending land where Mohammad 

ascended to heaven from the spot of al Aqsa.  

Biblical and Qur’anic stories mention Palestine as the land of Prophets directly 

and indirectly, in stories that may be historically accurate and stories that are 

close to being myths, from Jericho the oldest city in the world to the 

Samaritans on the mountains of Nablus.  

In this paper, we will focus on Jerusalem, since Jerusalem is a focal historical 

city and represents a zoom in religion in Palestine, that may help us 

understand the sensitivity in its status, and hence its complication.  

 

Jerusalem, City of collision and clashes. Home to the most sacred sites to all 

three monotheist religions, Judaism, Christianity and Islam; that embraces 



within it the Western Wall1, a remnant from the Second Temple and the 

holiest place in Judaism, the holy Sepulchre2, from via de la Rosa and the 

resurrection of Jesus Christ, and the Al-Aqsa Mosque3, the third holiest site in 

Islam and the first of the two Qiblas4.  

A city that is highly significant to Palestinians and Israelis alike, regardless to 

how each side see it –a crucial focal point in the Israeli-Palestinian Question 

(conflict).  

A city of symbolism, that is very important to Palestinians and Israelis, both of 

who see Jerusalem as their nation’s capital, in which both justify the conflict 

over the city through religious and historical motives that are empowered by 

political ones.  

 

 
1 The Western Wall is the holiest of Jewish sites, sacred because it is a remnant of the 
Herodian retaining wall that once enclosed and supported the Second Temple. It has also 
been called the "Wailing Wall" by European observers because for centuries Jews have 
gathered here to lament the loss of their temple. 
2 The site of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem is identified as the place both of 
the crucifixion and the tomb of Jesus of Nazareth. The church has long been a major 
pilgrimage center for Christians all around the world. 
According to the New Testament, Jesus was crucified at Golgotha, “the place of the skull” 
(Matt. 27:33–35; Mark 15:22–25; John 19:17–24). This has been identified as an area of 
abandoned stone quarries just outside the city wall of the time. 
About 10 years after the crucifixion, a third wall was built that enclosed the area of the 
execution and burial within the city, and this accounts for the Holy Sepulchre’s location inside 
the Old City of Jerusalem today. 
3 Al-Masjid El-Aqsa is an Arabic name, which means the Farthest Mosque. To understand its 
name, and its importance, it must be remembered that the roots of Islam began in the Arabian 
Peninsula (Saudi Arabia today). 
Ten years after the Prophet Mohammad (pbuh) received his first revelation; he made a 
miraculous night journey from Mecca to Jerusalem and to the Seven Heavens on a white 
flying horse called Al-Buraq El-Sharif. During his interval in Jerusalem, the Prophet stopped to 
pray at the rock (now covered by the golden Dome), and was given the commandment to 
pray five times a day. 
Today, Muslims throughout the World use Mecca as the direction of prayers (Qibla). 
However, for 16½ months following the Prophet Mohammad's miraculous journey, Jerusalem 
was the Qibla. 
4 Qibla is the direction that should be faced when a Muslim prays. It is fixed as the direction of 
Ka’ba. 



However, to live in Jerusalem is to be constantly reminded of the raw tensions 

running just beneath the roughly hewn Jerusalem stone, where every action 

and what often seems like every step is fraught with political, cultural, religious 

and ethnic consequence. Unsurprisingly, even the dead in the Holy City are 

subject to the conflicts of the living.5 

Since the beginning of the occupation of Israel to Jerusalem, Israel has been 

building and expanding colonies beyond the Green Line and as of the 1990s it 

has been settling Jews in the middle of densely populated Palestinian 

neighborhoods.  

 

Jerusalem became a unified city under Israeli law, in which, however, an 

unprecended separation between its residences occurred. Arabs and Jews 

are totally separated, culturally, socially and of course politically.  

 

The scenes of separation are as well very clear to the eye. Arab 

neighborhoods are separated from the Jewish ones, in what is called east and 

west sides of the city. Within integrated parts, that is enforced within planting 

Jewish radicals inside Palestinian neighborhoods, such as Sheikh Jarrah, 

Silwan and Mount of Olives. The Jewish settlers are surrounded with their 

dignified surroundings that are totally excluded from the Arab ones.  

 

 
5 The dispute on Mammilla Islamic Cemetery, where Israel wants to build the tolerance 
museum. 



As one walks in the city, roads also form what became a natural separation 

between Arabs and Jews. The infrastructure is different; facilities are 

obviously different from both sides.  

During the British Mandate period, the old city of Jerusalem was classified into 

four quarters that marked the separation of religion in the city; the Muslim, 

Christian, Jewish and Armenian. Even though the intention was related to the 

development plan of the city, but prior to that there were no quarters classified 

according to names. People lived as neighbors, they socialized, shared their 

happy occasions and their grieves. They married from one another.   

With the intensity of the occupation, Jews became totally separate from the 

Palestinian social life, except in limited cases, that in most of the times are 

related to commerce and business. This made the Muslims and Christians of 

the city \country more unified inside a shared national goal, that shapes the 

Palestinian identity.  

 

It could be easier to build a Christian –Moslem conception of the relationship 

among religions, since inside the Moslem –Christian community of Jerusalem 

\Palestine; the Israeli occupation remains a common factor that determines 

unity of benefits and interests. 

As long as Israeli occupation represents Jewish identity, it is impossible to 

make a tolerant understanding with Judaism as a religious counterpart. 



The difference and point of disagreement is not religious, but political in the 

first place, and then ideological concepts start to take place. And within all the 

religions each try to manipulate its power of ideological thinking on its effect 

among its followers, and hence, have a separate fence of defense against the 

other religion. 

That's why, again, between Christianity and Islam will remain this automatic 

understanding that helps the community to overcome its common enemy, 

which is the Israeli occupation. 

This however, helps, eliminate the difference between the two religions, and 

help to focus on finding joint points of coexistence and common grounds. 

Even though, the current interreligious dialogue that is taking place among all 

religions is another attempt of reconciliations that could be built upon what 

politics failed to fix.  I believe it is still too far from breaking the walls of 

acceptance towards the Jews as Israeli occupiers. 

Mostly to say, most attempts are also politicized. In which, the current 

interreligious dialogue is inspired by political moves. 

I believe, that our humanity is the only component that will make us at some 

point in life, cross the bridges of our differences. Especially, that as three 

religions, we share in our beliefs, more or less one God. It is the absence of 

justice that creates more gaps and fosters a good place for extremism. Such 



extremism is addressed through religion. Christians remain a minority in the 

city, and their reactions against the Israeli occupation take a nationalist turn 

and not a religious one. The extremist rise as a result takes shape in either 

Muslim or Jewish ideological teachings.  

In education, Jewish children are taught to see the Arabs (Muslims and 

Christians) as the enemy6. The Palestinian education system also promotes 

less tolerant teaching on the Jews from history to politics and religion.  

As much as religions preach for tolerance and peace, these very same 

religions are used through their very own teaching and text to promote 

violence and intolerance.  

The continuous injustice that befell on Palestinians since 1948 as a result of 

the Israeli occupation, can explain the rise of an extremist stream among 

Palestinians. It is not about religion, but about identity, a nationalistic 

perspective that united the people of Palestine and the Arab world against 

colonialism. As injustice continued to prevail, and hopes for a just solution 

 
6 Nurit al Hanan, an Israeli scholar wrote a book “Palestine in Israel schoolbooks” she 
explains how each year, Israel’s young men and women are drafted into compulsory military 
service and are required to engage directly in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. This conflict is by 
its nature intensely complex and is played out under the full glare of international security. So, 
how does Israel’s education system prepare its young people for this? How is Palestine, and 
the Palestinians against whom these young Israelis will potentially be required to use force, 
portrayed in the school system? Nurit Peeled-Elhanan argues that the textbooks used in the 
school system are laced with a pro-Israel ideology, and that they play a part in priming Israeli 
children for military service. She analyzes the presentation of images, maps, layouts and use 
of language in History, Geography and Civic Studies textbooks, and reveals how the books 
might be seen to marginalize Palestinians, legitimize Israeli military action and reinforce 
Jewish-Israeli territorial identity. This book provides a fresh scholarly contribution to the 
Israeli-Palestinian debate, and will be relevant to the fields of Middle East Studies and Politics 
more widely. 



diminishes each day, many found the “way to God” as an easier way of 

redemption. People started to prefer death in an aspiration of justice in the 

afterlife.  

Jerusalem has become the city of collision of two nations, under the name of 

religion, while religion has nothing to do with the conflict. It has been used 

from Israel in an attempt to prove its eligibility and right to the land of its 

ancestors. The land whether under Muslims, Christians or Jews, has always 

been for its people, whether Jews, Christians or Muslims.  The fight over a 

nationalistic right found less ground in the Israeli attempt to occupy the land at 

the beginning, but no sooner they controlled the land, the Jewish question 

became a Zionist one.  

Each year, as Israel increases with its extremism against Palestinians, it also 

increases its radical views on the state within a Jewish identity. The insisting 

of the Israeli Prime Minister Netanyahu on declaring Israel as a Jewish state 

creates a radical perception on how a state is perceived. It brings to the 

attention the declaration of the Islamic state by the radicals in Iraq under what 

came to be known as ISIS, Daesh. The declaration of the Islamic state by 

using Islam as a word to drive emotion and mobilize people into a narrow 

radical way of thinking, in seeing oneself through his religion. People tend to 

see their protection and redemption through that narrow ally that directs them 

in a path of God, whether Muslims or Jews in this case. It is important to 



realize that both, however, are not religious, but use religion as a tool of 

influence on people’s minds and souls.  

The Israeli government emphasizes on the feeling of fear and the threat that 

surrounds them from the Arab neighboring countries. Preserving a 

Jewishness to the state helps to those who promote the idea in protecting 

them from a may occur threat that threatens their existence. This 

consequently resulted in the violence Palestinian experience form the Israeli 

different forces of power, soldiers, police, and armed settlers. The heavy 

security that Israelis surround themselves with in extending more into a 

separation wall and checkpoints and creating shorter and faster routes to the 

settlers on Palestinian lands.  

In the absence of good intentions and will to build peace through the opened 

channels of negotiations, that the Israeli arrogance continue to close, people 

tend to go to an alternate way that religion seems to serve as a substitute in it. 

If not directly fulfilling aspirations of a peaceful living, it is in securing an 

afterlife better life. As in both pedagogies, that of the oppressor and the one of 

the oppressed, each would tend to satisfy the call of God by trying to eliminate 

and destroy the other.  

 

 


