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Normalization with Enemy or Support for Brethren?:
The Debate on the Muslims’ Visits to the Israeli-occupied Jerusalem

YAMAMOTO Kensuke

Abstract
In the wake of the Arab-Israeli normalization in 2020, many analysts have 
made a huge eff ort to fi nd out the immediate factors for that move. However, 
there has been a tendency to ignore what seems to be indirect or irrelevant 
in a quest for a lean description about the transformation in the Arab-Israeli 
relationship. For a more comprehensive understanding of the recent move, this 
paper deals with the case of the debate on Muslims’ visits to Israeli-occupied 
Jerusalem. Since 1967, when Israel occupied the eastern part of Jerusalem, 
whether Arab Muslims would be allowed to visit their holy sites there has 
been a topic of debate. The majority of Arab Muslims believed that they 
should avoid such visits, which might be misinterpreted as their acceptance 
of the Israeli authority over occupied Jerusalem. However, in the 2010s, some 
Muslim thinkers and politicians began initiatives to urge Arab Muslims to 
visit Jerusalem’s holy sites in order to give assistance to the local Palestinians 
who were oppressed by the Israeli occupation policies. While initially such 
callings were heavily criticized, in the middle of the 2010s, the idea of 
visiting Jerusalem under the Israeli rule gained status as one legitimate option. 
By reviewing the debate of the 2010s, this paper will reveal an overlooked 
dimension of the Arab-Israeli rapprochement and attempt to describe the 
changes in their relationship in a wider sense.

1. Introduction
2020 will be a historical year in many respects. For Middle Eastern specialists in particular, it 
will be remembered as the year of Arab-Israeli rapprochement. In September 2020, the United 
Arab Emirates (UAE), Bahrain, and Israel inked a peace treaty at a ceremony held at the White 
House in Washington D.C., which evoked the Oslo Accords signed between the Palestine 
Liberation Organization (PLO) and Israel in the same month 27 years earlier. Following the 
UAE and Bahrain, in October 2020, Sudan and Morocco decided to make peace with Israel as 
well. It is often said that more countries, mainly the Gulf monarchies, will join such a wave of 
rapprochement [al-Jazeera 2020. Sep. 22].

It is obvious that various domestic circumstances in the UAE, Bahrain, Sudan, and 
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Morocco have resulted in rapprochement with Israel. However, some common factors have 
been noted [Jones and Guzansky 2019; Miller 2020; Rahman 2019; Ulrichsen 2018]. First, 
the move was facilitated by the necessity of security cooperation, which included a sharing 
of military and surveillance technologies. Political upheaval in the Middle East after the Arab 
Spring (2011–12) and the expansion of Iran’s infl uence provided a signifi cant context for this. 
Second, the Arab desire for a better relationship with the US government under the Trump 
administration prompted closer ties with Israel, which has traditionally been the strongest 
US ally in the region. Third, covert commercial ties between Arab countries and Israel have 
existed for decades and recently accelerated.

These factors defi nitely played a direct role in bringing Israel and Arab countries much 
closer. On the other hand, an excessively sophisticated explanation for the Arab-Israeli 
rapprochement would ignore elements except those evidently related to that move, hindering 
a comprehensive understanding of the transformation in the Arab-Israeli relationship. For 
instance, the gradual upgrading in Arab-Israeli sports contacts such as in Judo competitions 
and cycling events [Darazī 2018] should not be overlooked when identifying changes in 
the broader relationship, even if this trend was not directly linked to the governmental 
rapprochement. Then what is required amid the growing academic and public interest in Arab-
Israeli relations is a perspective that goes beyond the immediate causes of their rapprochement 
to view the transformation as broadly similar to a crustal movement.1

In this context, this paper deals with the debate on whether visits by Muslims to Israeli-
occupied Jerusalem can be permitted or not. First of all, based on some famous traditions 
(Hadith) of the Prophet Muhammad,2 visiting Jerusalem has been highly recommended 
throughout Islamic history. However, since 1967 when Israeli forces occupied the eastern 
part of Jerusalem, including the sacred places located there, visiting Jerusalem has long been 
avoided, out of concern that such visits would amount to Muslim recognition of the Israeli 
authority over Jerusalem. Such opposition can be said to have been one of the examples of the 
Arab boycott [Husain 2013]. Nevertheless, opposition to visiting Israeli-occupied Jerusalem 
has become diluted in Arab Islamic discourse since the 2010s. 

This paper attempts to examine how the thinking around visits by Muslims to occupied 
Jerusalem changed and how such a taboo was broken in the 2010s. Surely, this transformation 

1 Although it is not exactly what the paper tries to say, the following remarks are helpful in that it shed 
light on the phenomenon other than governmental relations. The Arab-Israeli rapprochement will be out 
into the open, “after what can be described as a prelude, through a gradual progress that ultimately leads to 
a popular mood that accepts it, or at least does not oppose it after imposing it as a fait accompli” [Darazī 
2017: 4].

2 The most popular one is the following tradition narrated by Abū Hurayra. “You should not set up for a 
journey to visit any place other than the following three mosques (with the expectation of receiving greater 
reward); al-Ḥarām Mosque, this mosque of mine (the Prophet’s Mosque in Madīna), and al-Aqsa Mosque.” 
This paper call this as “Hadith by Abū Hurayra.”
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means only that the hesitation to be involved with Israel has reduced and does not directly lead 
to building Arab-Israeli relations. However, still, it may deserve attention as one element of the 
intra-Arab dynamics that indicate changes in Arab Muslim views about ties with Israel.

While a few studies have introduced aspects of this debate [ACRPS 2012; Bartal and 
Rubinstein-Shemer 2019: Ch.6; Ḥ ammāmī 2012], hardly any comprehensive study has been 
conducted. Moreover, most of the literature saw the debate almost solely in dichotomous 
terms, so no attention was paid to the diversities and fl uidities within each party. The following 
chapters will emphasize various motivations and intentions behind the respective positions. 
For the sake of convenience, those who oppose visits by Muslims to occupied Jerusalem are 
called “opponents,” while those who support them are called “advocators.” 

2. Logic of “Opponents”: Boycott and Anti-normalization
In September 1967 at the Arab League’s Khartoum summit, Arab states decided on “Three 
Nos,” namely, “no peace with Israel, no recognition of Israel, no negotiations with Israel.” 
Certainly, the Arab boycotts of Israel gradually lost substance, as illustrated by the Camp 
David Accords between Egypt and Israel in 1979. However, strong opposition has remained 
to visiting occupied Jerusalem, to which both Arabs and Muslims have a great symbolic 
attachment. The most notable opponents have been the Shaykhs of al-Azhar, one of the most 
prestigious academic institutions of Sunni Islam, and Yūsuf al-Qaraḍāwī (1926–), one of the 
most infl uential contemporary Sunni Islamic scholars.

(1) al-Azhar and Traditional Ban on the Visit to Jerusalem
On the issue of visiting Jerusalem, particular importance has been attached to the behavior of 
one Shaykh of al-Azhar. ʻAbd al-Ḥalīm Maḥmūd (1910–1978) who served as Grand Shaykh 
of al-Azhar from 1973 to 1978. He is said to have refused to accompany Anwar al-Sadat, the 
President of Egypt at that time, when he visited Jerusalem to make peace with Israel in 1977. 
Although the details and backgrounds of his anecdotal refusal have not been well known, 
many people to date regard him as a forerunner of the “opponents” bloc [ʻAff āna 2012: 16; 
Muntadā al-ʻUlamā’ 2015].

Additionally, Jād al-Ḥaqq ʻAlī Jād al-Ḥaqq (1917–1996), who served as Grand Shaykh of 
al-Azhar from 1982 to 1996, articulated his opposition to the visit and to normalization3: “There 
is no peace with the Jewish usurpers and no peace without the liberation of the Arab land.” He 
added, “The Muslim who goes to Jerusalem is guilty, guilty…The priority for Muslims is to 

3 For the Arab countries, “normalization” roughly means to build relations with Israel diplomatically, 
economically or culturally, while formally in the International Relations it refers to an end to the hostile 
relations and a transition from (often armed) confl ict to normal inter-state relations. Both of the “opponents” 
and “advocators” use this word, but their controversy is over the interpretation of normalization, which is 
apparent in the remarks of Maḥmūd al-Habbāsh (see chapter 3).
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refrain from visiting Jerusalem until it is cleansed from the pollution of Jewish usurpers, it is 
returned to its inhabitants in peace, and the invocation of Allah and the call for prayers become 
loud there” [Jād al-Ḥaqq n.d.]. These remarks came just as some Muslims began to think about 
visiting Jerusalem after the Oslo Accords. In addition to the legendary behavior of Shaykh 
Maḥmūd, his words have been widely treated by “opponents” as slogans. [ʻAff āna 2012: 16; 
Muntadā al-ʻUlamā’ 2015]. 

Al-Azhar has repeatedly issued offi  cial statements opposing visits to Jerusalem under the 
Israeli occupation. For example, Muḥammad Sayyid Ṭanṭāwī (1928–2010), who was Grand 
Shaykh of al-Azhar from 1996 to 2010, declared that visiting Jerusalem would not take place 
under the Israeli occupation, and this applied to all al-Azharite scholars. He went on to say, 
“I reject the visit to Jerusalem which is shackled by chains of the Israeli occupation forces 
because any Muslim’s visit there at present is considered to be a recognition of the legitimacy 
of the Israeli occupation and to be a dedication to its tyrannical control” [Qanāt al-ʻArabīya 
2009. Apr. 26].4 In addition, when ʻAlī Jumʻa (1952–), the then-Grand Mufti of Egypt, made a 
controversial visit to Jerusalem in April 2012 (see chapter 3), the Islamic Research Academy 
of al-Azhar held an emergency session and clarified its position that al-Azhar refused the 
normalization of relations with Israel, and the visit to Jerusalem and al-Aqsa Mosque, as long 
as both were under the Israeli occupation [al-Sharq al-Awsaṭ 2012. Apr. 20]. The fact that, 
with some exception,5 al-Azhar has persistently opposed visits to occupied Jerusalem, even 
after Egypt signed a peace treaty with Israel and deepened security cooperation, seems to have 
a certain signifi cance in the Sunni world.

(2) Fatwa of al-Qaraḍāwī: Crystallization of “Opponents” Stance
Yūsuf al-Qaraḍāwī has opposed visits to occupied Jerusalem as strongly as, or even more 
harshly than, the Shaykhs of al-Azhar. It is al-Qaraḍāwī who has been seen as a staunch enemy 
by the “advocators” (see chapters 3 and 4). In a way, it may be no exaggeration to claim that 
the recent debate over the permissibility of visiting occupied Jerusalem has revolved around 
whether to support al-Qaraḍāwī or oppose him, rather than around the issue itself. 

In 1997, in the al-Jazīra television program “Shariah and Life (al-Sharīʻa wa al-Ḥayāt),” 
al-Qaraḍāwī said that he had issued a fatwa (legal opinion), about a year earlier, expressing 
opposition to visiting Jerusalem under the Israeli occupation. He offered the following 

4 Besides Shaykhs referred above, Aḥmad al-Ṭayyib (1946–), Grand Shaykh of al-Azhar since 2010, 
stated clearly, “[i]n my estimation, the visit to Jerusalem under the Israeli occupation does not achieve a 
benefi t (maṣlaḥa) and does not contribute to protect the sacred sites” [al-Sharq al-Awsaṭ 2010. Oct. 1].

5 In spite of the critical stance of al-Azhar, there have been a few Islamic scholars affi  liated to al-Azhar 
who has considered the visit to Jerusalem to be permitted or rather be recommended [Ḥ ammāmī 2012: 23–24; 
al-Sharq al-Awsaṭ 2012. Mar. 6]. In 2001, Shaykh Ṭanṭāwī himself made a statement hinting at endorsement 
toward the appeals for visiting Jerusalem under the Israeli occupation, which brought about a lot of criticisms 
of him [al-Sharq al-Awsaṭ 2001. Jan. 16; Jan. 17; Jan. 21].
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explanation: “As long as Jerusalem remains under spears of the Israelis and under its control, 
the one who visits it must take permission from Israel… Israel stamps his passport… this is not 
permissible at all. This [visit] means that we admit they [Israelis] are the owners of Jerusalem, 
they hold its rein, they issue the permit, and they accept and refuse as they want. No, we 
should boycott… We pledge to Allah that we won’t pray at al-Aqsa Mosque until its liberation 
from the clutches of Jews” [Qanāt al-Jazīra 2004. Mar. 6].

The fatwa he issued around 1996 is compiled in [al-Qaraḍāwī 2003]. Answering the 
question of whether visiting Jerusalem under the Israeli occupation is permissible or not, 
al-Qaraḍāwī begins his fatwa with the view that the teachings of Islam require Muslims to 
reclaim their usurped land by sacrificing their fortune and themselves. If Muslims fail to 
defend their homeland and cannot take it back, according to him, “then the religion imposes on 
them the boycott of their enemy, that is, the economic, social and cultural boycott” [al-Qaraḍāwī 
2003: 474]. After affi  rming that boycotting the enemy is rooted in the traditions of Islam, he 
claims, “The journey or travel to the enemy state of the Zionist, except for the Palestinians, is 
illegal, even if it is the so-called religious tourism or the visit to al-Aqsa Mosque. Allah didn’t 
ask Muslims to visit the mosque while it is a prisoner under the yoke of the Jewish state, and it 
is under the guard of Zionists’ spears. Rather, what Muslims were asked to do is its liberation, 
its salvation from their [Zionists’] hands, and restoration of it and its surroundings to the 
Islamic domain” [al-Qaraḍāwī 2003: 476]. Of course, he does not deny Muslims’ attachment 
to Jerusalem and the religious virtue of visiting it, so he says, “We keep the touch of desire [to 
visit] burning until we pray there, God willing, after the liberation of it and its return to the 
natives, that is the nation of Arab and Islam” [al-Qaraḍāwī 2003: 476].

Whereas in another fatwa banning a compromise on the Arab Muslim ownership of 
Jerusalem, al-Qaraḍāwī explains at length the religious importance of Jerusalem and Palestine 
[al-Qaraḍāwī 2003: 464–467], in the fatwa referred to above, he hardly mentions its holiness 
in Islam. One possible reason for this is a criticism against the “advocators” who strongly 
emphasize the religious virtue of visiting Jerusalem even under the Israeli occupation (see 
chapters 3 and 4). Al-Qaraḍāwī viewed this issue as a thoroughly political one related to the 
war and occupation, rather than as a religious one. This may also be apparent from the fact that 
although the question was about permissibility of visiting Jerusalem, he started by explaining 
the general legal rules on plundered Muslim lands. 

3. Birth of “Advocators”: Individual Callings and Dawn of Heated Controversy
While sporadic opposition to the traditional boycott on visits to Israeli-occupied Jerusalem 
had emerged already in the 1990s, such calls had been pushed to the margin of political and 
religious discourses by the dominant views. However, the atmosphere has gradually changed 
since the 2010s. The longstanding opposition to visiting Jerusalem has become reexamined. 
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The idea was that visiting Jerusalem is a highly recommended religious practice under any 
political circumstances and such a collective tour will lead to political, social, and economic 
assistance toward the Palestinians. This new thinking was launched by some individual 
appeals. 

(1) Campaigns by Three “Maḥmūd”
Maḥmūd Ḥamdī Zaqzūq (1933–2020), who served as Egypt’s Minister of Awqaf (Religious 
Endowments) from 1995 to 2011, has been seen as one of the first advocators for visiting 
Jerusalem. While serving as a member of the Islamic Research Academy and Council of Senior 
Scholars of al-Azhar, his way of thinking deviated from the offi  cial stance of the Grand Shaykhs 
of al-Azhar. Around 1995, Zaqzūq started to call for Muslims worldwide to visit Jerusalem.

According to his understanding, the visit to Jerusalem under the Israeli occupation was 
to confi rm the Islamic right to Jerusalem and to show the world that the problem of Jerusalem 
concerned all Muslims, not just Palestinians [al-Sharq al-Awsaṭ 2001. Jan. 23; Qanāt al-Jazīra 
2007. Sep. 30]. Moreover, he stressed that visiting occupied Jerusalem represented the greatest 
support for the Palestinian cause and revealed his ambition to visit Jerusalem even with an 
Israeli visa [al-Sharq al-Awsaṭ 2010. Aug. 8]. As a matter of course, many scholars of al-Azhar, 
Yūsuf al-Qaraḍāwī, and other Islamic thinkers affi  liated with the Muslim Brotherhood (MB) 
have harshly criticized his appeals as a form of normalization [Qanāt al-ʻArabīya 2009. Apr. 
26; Qanāt al-Jazīra 2007. Sep. 30; 2010. Jul. 13]. For his part, in 2018, responding to these 
past accusations, he contended that visiting Jerusalem could not be an act of normalization 
because it would bring about economic benefits for the Palestinians in Jerusalem [Zaqzūq 
2018: 3–4].

When advocating the visit, he emphasized the holiness of Jerusalem by referring to 
the verses of al-Quran, and the importance of the visit from the Hadith by Abū Hurayra (see 
footnote 2). Furthermore, as a refutation against the traditional ban on the visit, he cited a 
historical event, in which the Prophet Muhammad, before the Treaty of Ḥ udaybīya, sought 
permission from the Quraysh tribe to perform the pilgrimage at Kaʻba under pagan rule 
[al-Sharq al-Awsaṭ 2010. Jun. 29; Zaqzūq 2018: 5]. Zaqzūq asked ironically “Did Muhammad 
want to recognize the polytheists’ authority over al-Ḥarām mosque and the legitimacy of 
erected idols around Kaʻba?” [Zaqzūq 2018: 5]. 

Ultimately, Zaqzūq’s attempts did not produce concrete results. Of greater signifi cance 
for the “advocators” were appeals made by Mahmud Abbas (1935–), the President of the 
Palestinian Authority (PA) since 2004, and Maḥmūd al-Habbāsh (1963–) who was the PA’s 
Minister of Aqwaf from 2009 to 2014 and had long worked as a religious adviser for Abbas. 
Since 2012, they have engaged vigorously in PR activities and started to receive signifi cant 
attention in the media, while already around 2010, they initiated the campaign recommending 
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that Muslims visit Jerusalem [Ḥ ammāmī 2012: 21–23].6 
Abbas has repeatedly pressed Arabs and Muslims to visit Jerusalem even under the 

Israeli occupation. In an international conference concerning Jerusalem held in Doha in 
February 2012, he stated, “The infl ux of crowds there [Jerusalem] and the overcrowding of its 
streets and sacred places there, will strengthen the steadfastness (ṣumūd) of its citizens, and 
contribute to protecting and consolidating the identity, history, and heritage of the city… and 
will remind the occupiers that the issue of Jerusalem is the issue of every Arab, Muslim and 
every Christian” [al-Sharq al-Awsaṭ 2012. Feb. 27]. Comparing occupied Jerusalem to the 
prisoner and Israel to the prison guard, he went on to state, “visiting the prisoner is a support 
for him, and it does not mean, under any circumstances, a normalization with the prison guard” 
[al-Sharq al-Awsaṭ 2012. Feb. 27].

Abbas made these claims based on his own religious and historical understanding. At the 
Arab Summit of 2012 held in Baghdad, Abbas invited all Muslims to come to Jerusalem and 
stated, “it is not forbidden to visit Jerusalem. There is no word either in al-Quran or in Sunna, 
and it has not happened in the history that anyone, any of the muftis, of the judges, of the 
religious man, prohibit the visit to Jerusalem. The city has fallen under many occupations, and 
anyone who says visiting Jerusalem is prohibited has not come” [Wafā n.d.]. Such a “quasi-
fatwa” of Abbas has been the subject of huge criticisms from the Islamic scholars (see the 
chapter 5).

In total agreement with Abbas, Maḥmūd al-Habbāsh, as his religious adviser, prepared 
a theoretical argument to counter the traditional stance of the “opponents,” represented by 
Yūsuf al-Qaraḍāwī, and played a major role in building a rationale for advocating the visit to 
Jerusalem even under the Israeli occupation.7 His message, as indicated in the title of his book 
published in 2012, is that visiting Jerusalem is a strongly encouraged act of religious practice, 
and an act of political necessity [al-Habbāsh 2012].

Concerning the religious basis, al-Habbāsh stated in an al-Jazīra discussion program 
that “[v]isiting Jerusalem is a command legitimated by Sunna of the Prophet Muhammad… a 
command for all Muslims and in all circumstances…” [Qanāt al-Jazīra 2010. Jul. 17]. Further, 
al-Habbāsh, by citing a number of Hadith, claimed in his book that visiting Jerusalem was a 
legitimate religious right (ḥaqq mashrūʻ) and religious virtue (faḍīla dīnīya) [al-Habbāsh 2012: 
31–38]. He even insisted, “no one will prevent it [the visit] except an oppressor and no one 
says anything against it except a lying slanderer” [al-Habbāsh 2012: 33]. 

6 al-Habbāsh invited Zaqzūq to visit Jerusalem in 2010, unfulfilled though, and made sure that they 
were like-minded concerning the debate on the visit [al-Sharq al-Awsaṭ 2010. Jun. 29]. Preceding Abbas and 
al-Habbāsh, in 2001, Barakāt al-Farā, the then deputy ambassador of Palestine in Egypt, had called on Shaykh 
Ṭanṭāwī and gained his partial approval on the visit to Jerusalem [al-Sharq al-Awsaṭ 2001. Jan. 16] (see 
footnote 5).

7 Consistent with the position of Abbas and al-Habbāsh, many high-ranking officials in the PA and 
members of Fatah, the party lead by Abbas, have taken a similar position [Melhem 2015].
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Regarding the political importance, similarly to Zaqzūq and Abbas, he raised the 
following points: “First, when Arabs and Muslims collectively arrive in Jerusalem… such a 
visit would raise the morale of the Palestinians, who will feel by this visit that they are not 
alone. Second, this is a confi rmation of the Arab and Islamic right in Jerusalem and, third, a 
strong message to the world and Israel that Jerusalem is not only the Palestinian responsibility 
but the Arab and Islamic responsibility” [Qanāt al-Jazīra 2010. Jul. 17]. In his book, in 
addition to these points, he remarked on the economic benefi t for the Palestinians, pointing 
out that Muslim visits will contribute to reviving the local Palestinian economy through their 
purchasing activities, which renders assistance to the Palestinians’ steadfastness [al-Habbāsh 
2012: 44–48].

One of the main goals of al-Habbāsh in publishing the book was to counter the fatwa of 
Yūsuf al-Qaraḍāwī.8 First, he problematized the procedure of al-Qaraḍāwī’s interpretation. 
He questioned the validity of al-Qaraḍāwī’s view that denies the Prophet’s command to 
visit Jerusalem, which is clearly stated in the Hadith [al-Habbāsh 2012: 50–51]. In addition, 
he pointed out that it was inappropriate to categorically equate the visit with the act of 
normalization by arguing that it needed to be considered in terms of the intentions of each 
visitor and the benefits for the local Palestinians [al-Habbāsh 2012: 52–53]. Second, he 
attempted to justify his thesis with the following historical evidence. In addition to the 
behavior of the Prophet Muhammad, al-Habbāsh asserted that when the prophet had urged his 
followers to visit Jerusalem, it was under Roman authority, but the prophet had not imposed 
any conditions on Muslim visits [al-Habbāsh 2012: 57–58]. Furthermore, al-Habbāsh argued 
that although Jerusalem had ever been occupied by a foreign power (notably the Crusaders 
and the British Empire), no fatwa was issued prohibiting Muslims from visiting Jerusalem 
[al-Habbāsh 2012: 58–59]. Finally, he criticized the fatwa of al-Qaraḍāwī as a stance that 
helped the Israeli occupation policies by carrying out no concrete measures and resulted in 
isolating the Palestinians and impoverishing their lives [al-Habbāsh 2012: 60–63]. 

(2) Surprising Visits by Two “ʻAlī”
Appeals to visit Jerusalem by Abbas and al- Habbāsh in 2012 received a great deal of attention, 
chiefl y because, coinciding with their appeals, two internationally renowned religious fi gures 
visited Jerusalem. In April 2012, a famous Sufi  leader, al-Ḥabīb ʻAlī al-Jifrī (1971–), visited 
Jerusalem, and two weeks later ʻAlī Jumʻa, the Grand Mufti of Egypt at that time, followed 
him. Their visits had a major impact on the Arab Islamic world, which brought about a heated 
controversy.

al-Jifrī visited Jerusalem on April 4, escorted by the Jordanian prince Hāshim bin 

8 In 2012, al-Qaraḍāwī once again issued a statement to prohibit the visit to the occupied Jerusalem as a 
form of normalization, in the wake of the remarks made by Mahmud Abbas [al-Sharq al-Awsaṭ 2012. Feb. 29]. 
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al-Ḥusayn (1981–), the youngest brother of King Abdullah II (1962–). His visit took place 
just one month after Mahmud Abbas had called for it and amid the atmosphere of controversy 
[al-Sharq al-Awsaṭ 2012. Apr. 8; 2012. Apr. 9]. According to his statement, he visited 
Jerusalem “longing for the first Qibla and the place of Isrā’ by the Prophet Muhammad,” 
adding, “I consulted with some of the greatest Islamic scholars of Umma9 and I asked Allah 
for guidance whether or not to set up for a journey (shadd al-riḥāl) to al-Aqsa Mosque. The 
heart became delighted for this and the journey was facilitated on Wednesday, April 4 in 
2012” [al-Jifrī 2012a]. Against the criticisms by some scholars and the Islamic Movements 
that this visit was an act of normalization, he justifi ed the visit on his Facebook page by citing 
the historical evidence similar to that of Zaqzūq and al-Habbāsh and by referring to a fatwa 
of ʻAbd al-ʻAzīz bin Bāz (1910–1999), which could allegedly be interpreted as a permission 
to visit Jerusalem [al-Jifrī 2012b; 2012c; 2012d].10 Further, he emphasized the need to show 
solidarity with the Palestinians and the political and economic benefits for them.11 He also 
urged Muslims and Christians worldwide “to visit Jerusalem in groups with well-informed 
guides and to coordinate with the defenders (murābiṭīn) there to arrange the visit to al-Aqsa 
Mosque and the Church of the Holy Sepulcher” [al-Sharq al-Awsaṭ 2012. Apr. 8].12 

Two weeks after al-Jifrī, Jumʻa visited Jerusalem on April 18, invited and accompanied 
by the Jordanian Prince Ghāzī bin Muḥammad (1966–), the religious adviser of the King 
Abdullah II. His visit received more coverage than al-Jifrī’s one and sparked a widespread 
argument. Perhaps the fact that the then-current holder of the public offi  ce (the Grand Mufti) 
visited the occupied Jerusalem was received by the public with great shock. Al-Qaraḍāwī once 
again issued a statement banning visits to the occupied Jerusalem, and the Islamic Movements 
such as Muslim Brotherhood followed suit [Qanāt al-Jazīra 2012. Apr. 20]. The students of 
al-Azhar along with other activists took to the streets and even demanded his resignation as 
Grand Mufti. On the other hand, al-Habbāsh and al-Jifrī praised Jumʻa’s visit as a courageous 

9 In an interview with Skāy News, al-Jifrī revealed he had talked about his intention to visit Jerusalem 
with ʻAlī Jumʻa, ʻAbd Allāh bin Bayya, and ʻUmar bin Ḥafīẓ [Skāy 2012. Apr. 25].

10 ʻAbd al-ʻAzīz bin Bāz served as Grand Mufti of Saudi Arabia from 1993 until his death. In the fatwa, 
the question was “In light of the understanding between Arabs and Jews, is it permissible to visit Al-Aqsa 
Mosque and pray in it, especially in case of approval from the Arab countries?” He just answered as follows: 
“Visiting Al-Aqsa Mosque and praying there is Sunnah if possible” by referring to Hadith by Abū Hurayra 
[Muntadā al-ʻUlamā’ 2015]. It appears that his fatwa dealt with the general rules on the visit to Jerusalem and 
did not specifi cally argue about validity of the Muslims’ visits under the Israeli occupation. 

11 Concerning the problem of the Israeli VISA, firstly al-Jifrī claimed that his visit was organized by 
Jordanian government, so there was no Israeli stamp on his passport. But, at the same time, he proposed that if 
the Muslims tried to do more for al-Aqsa Mosque, the Arab Islamic countries should review the current system 
of treating the Israeli VISA in their countries [Skāy 2012. Apr. 25]. Here it seems that al-Jifrī considered the 
problem of the Israeli VISA to be a minor issue and put much value on the practical achievement.

12 His remarks have features common to the other “advocators” and give a glimpse of his spiritual 
elements. When he preached in Cardiff  in May 2012, al-Jifrī encouraged Western Muslims to visit Jerusalem 
with emphasis on feelings of spirits, while at the same time, he urged them to stay in Palestinian hotels and 
purchase from Palestinian shops as a solidarity [al-Jifri 2012].
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move [al-Sharq al-Awsaṭ 2012. Apr. 20]. 
As was mentioned in the previous chapter, after he came back from Jerusalem, al-Azhar 

held an emergency meeting. In the subsequent press conference, Jumʻa recounted that his 
visit was an informal one and was not in his offi  cial capacity as the Grand Mufti [al-Sharq 
al-Awsaṭ 2012. Apr. 20]. Further, he conveyed his understanding that the Jordanian authorities 
had arranged his whole visit, so the Israeli government had had no part in it. According to 
his adviser, Jumʻa rejected any kind of normalization and did not consider his visit to be an 
instance of normalization because “the Royal Hashemite Court supervised his sacred visits 
to Jerusalem” [al-Sharq al-Awsaṭ 2012. Apr. 19].13 Further, in response to a question about 
the permissibility of Egyptians visiting Jerusalem, he fi rst noted that “[o]ur failure to go to 
Jerusalem and leave it to the Israelis made them consider it theirs” and avoided giving a clear 
answer by just saying, “Opinions are different, and it is not permitted to abuse each other” 
[al-Sharq al-Awsaṭ 2012. Apr. 20].

A few years later, Jumʻa started to speak more openly in detail about Muslim visits to 
Jerusalem. He often criticized both al-Qaraḍāwī and the MB on the grounds that their ban on 
visits to Jerusalem increased Israeli control over Jerusalem14: “the MB was the one that built 
the idea of not visiting al-Aqsa throughout the past decades, eventually it misled many people, 
and the city became in the Jewish hands. Therefore, we must violate the calls by this terrorist 
group and visit there [Jerusalem]” [Bawwāba al-Shurūq 2017. Jun. 23]. He considered Muslim 
visits to be an important form of support for the brethren in need: “I say to those who claim 
that visiting Jerusalem is a recognition of the legitimacy of the occupation, did this happen? …
We go to Jerusalem to support and help our Palestinian brothers so that everyone knows that 
these are Arab lands and will remain so” [al-Miṣrī al-Yawm 2015. May. 30].

One feature of his remarks was to connect the issue of the ban on visits to Jerusalem 
with decreasing Muslim attachment to Jerusalem. In other words, he aimed at countering the 
traditional religious interpretation whereby banning visits resulted in severing Muslim ties 
with Jerusalem: “The interruption of the visit made Jerusalem merely a news subject and 
not a living thing in our hearts… There is an entire generation of people who have lived and 
died without seeing Jerusalem because of this ignorant [al-Qaraḍāwī’s] fatwa. In my view, 
the solution to this issue is to return Jerusalem to our hearts by visiting it” [Jumʻa 2014]. In a 
lecture at a mosque in 2017, he observed that visiting Jerusalem would increase the attachment 

13 An Israeli senior official asserted every visit by the Arab officials, including the one by Jumʻa, 
took place only in coordination with the Israeli authorities [al-Sharq al-Awsaṭ 2012. Apr. 20]. Basically, as 
Ḥ ammāmī [2012] pointed out, when entering historical Palestine even from the Jordanian border point, the 
Israeli government always has a fi nal word to decide whether or not the one is permitted to enter. So, as a 
matter of fact, everyone who visit Israel/Palestine including Jerusalem were given permission from the state of 
Israel [Ḥ ammāmī 2012: 17–20].

14 Jumʻa has been an outspoken critic for MB. He employed religious reasoning to justify the harsh 
repression by ‘Abd al-Fattah al-Sisi, the President of Egypt from 2014 [al-Anani 2020]. 
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to Jerusalem in the Muslim hearts: “You should visit to love it, because far from eye, far from 
heart” [Jumʻa 2017]. The reason why he took up the issue of the Muslim mind may have been 
related to his mystical elements. He recounted how his visit became possible, concerning his 
attachment to Jerusalem and communication with Allah [Jumʻa 2017].15

While al-Jifrī and Jumʻa visited Jerusalem separately around the same period, it is worth 
noting that they actually had a close relationship. Reportedly, the Abu Dhabi (UAE) royal 
family played a major role as a hub in connecting the two. In 2005, Abu Dhabi established the 
Taba Institution, which was headed by al-Jifrī and was expected to preach peaceful Sufi sm as 
a form of “moderate Islam” that Abu Dhabi tried to present to the world. An op-ed article in 
al-Jazīra noted that al-Jifrī’s decision to visit to the occupied Jerusalem, which went against the 
longstanding anti-normalization view, was part of his attempts to represent “moderate Islam” 
against “radical political Islam,” which may be represented by al-Qaraḍāwī [Futūḥ 2018]. 
Jumʻa, who had also been known as a symbol of Sufi leadership, became a member of the 
Taba Institution in 2010 at least and had been considered to be a pro-UAE fi gure who along 
with al-Jifrī contributed to spreading the teachings of “moderate Islam” [Amasha 2020].

Apart from the individual campaigns, in 2012, a Jordanian Royal NGO, MABDA (Royal 
Aal al-Bayt Institute for Islamic Thought) published a book entitled “Why Should Muslims 
Visit al-Masjid al-Aqsa?” [Kailani 2012]. After reviewing some Hadith, the author justifi ed his 
opinion by citing the historical example of the Prophet Muhammad and pointing to the absence 
of any fatwa prohibition during the Crusaders’ rule, as had al-Habbāsh [Kailani 2012: 26–29]. 
Then the names of famous “advocators” were raised such as Ramaḍān al-Būṭī (1929–2013), 
the Grand Mufti of Syria at that time, in addition to the fi gures referred to above [Kailani 2012: 
31–34]. 

Further, Kailani cast doubt asking, “Is normalization the true purpose and result of 
visiting Jerusalem?” He criticized the traditional ban on Muslims visits, which benefits 
the occupiers as free service for them [Kailani 2012: 35]. Then, together with the other 
“advocators,” he made the following claim: “Visiting Al-Masjid Al-Aqsa is fi rst: a religious 
duty; second: a way of cementing our connection to our holy sites and third: a way of keeping 
us aware of the plots to destroy and remove our holy sites from existence. Visiting Jerusalem 
is also a way of supporting the steadfast Jerusalemites as they withstand the harm they face at 
the hands of the occupation; and a way for them to know that they are not alone in the struggle 
to maintain the Holy City’s authentic identity” [Kailani 2012: 35]. 

15 In 2017, in his lecture at a mosque about the backstage of his visit, Jumʻa accounted as follows: “I 
remember for years. I was sitting at pulpit behind me. I prayed to God not to take me to him unless I prayed at 
al-Aqsa [mosque]. Hours after the [Friday] sermon, a senior Jordanian offi  cial called me and said to me ‘On 
Wednesday we will go to Jerusalem’… Will you come with me?’… I told ‘Did you listen to the sermon?’ He 
said, ‘Which sermon?’ I said, ‘Friday sermon.’ He said, ‘No. I didn’t go there’” [Jumʻa 2017].
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4. Growth of “Advocators”: Consensus-building and Endorsement of Offi  cial Body
The move to break the traditional prohibition on visits to the occupied Jerusalem was gained 
greater force through the conference entitled “Road to Jerusalem” held in 2014, at which 
most of the “advocators” gathered with a few “opponents.” Such consensus-building on the 
permission to visit was eventually developed into an offi  cial endorsement and Islamic tourism 
promotion by the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) in 2015. Through this process, 
the views of “advocators” have become expressed in more moderate words, rather than in the 
confrontational stances of previous years. Consequently, visiting Jerusalem even under the 
Israeli occupation certainly became one of the options, if not a mainstream position.

(1) Conference in Jordan and Fatwa of “Advocators”
In April 2014, the “Road to Jerusalem” conference was held in Amman, organized mainly by 
the Palestine Committee of the Arab Parliament, the Muslim World League (Rābiṭa al-ʻĀlam 
al-Islāmī), and The World Islamic Science and Education University based in Jordan. Over 
150 Islamic scholars and politicians and some other Christian personalities participated. 
“Advocators” included Jordanian royals; Jumʻa; al-Habbāsh; and Muḥammad Ḥusayn (1966–), 
the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem, and “opponents” included ʻIkrima Ṣabrī (1939–) the former 
Grand Mufti of Jerusalem, and ʻAlī al-Qara Dāghī (1949–), the Secretary-General of the 
International Union of Muslim Scholars (IUMS) (for the stance of IUMS, see chapter 5).16 
According to the offi  cial spokesman of the conference, its main aim was to argue generally 
about the effective measures to counter the intensifying Israeli policies in Jerusalem and 
the city’s Judaization [al-Sharq al-Awsaṭ 2014. Apr. 30]. However, the chief topic of this 
conference was the permissibility of visiting Jerusalem under the Israeli occupation. 

The final resolution of the “Road to Jerusalem” conference listed tens of necessary 
actions and future projects to deal with the crisis of Jerusalem under the Israeli occupation, 
most of which were very typical remarks. The subsequent resolution stated that the scholars 
had agreed to issue a fatwa, after three days of comprehensive discussions. 

After citing Hadith to recommend visits to Jerusalem, the resolution first specifically 
encouraged some segments of the Muslim population to visit Jerusalem: “First: The scholars 
participating in the Road to Jerusalem Conference see that there is no prevention (lā ḥaraj) for 
the following segments to visit al-Aqsa Mosque: 1. Palestinians wherever they may be and 
regardless of their nationalities. 2: Muslims with passports from countries outside the Islamic 
World” [al-Madīna al-Ikhbārīya 2014. May. 5]. On this point, the other press statement 
said that the fatwa “left the gate of Ijtihad open regarding the right of the rest of the world’s 

16 Another famous participant was Muḥammad al-ʻArīfī, a famous Saudi preacher and alleged supporter 
for MB. He announced he will visit Jerusalem in 2010, but he changed his mind under pressure [Qanāt 
al-Jazīra 2010. Apr. 7].
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Muslims to visit al-Aqsa Mosque” [al-Dustūr 2014. May. 1]. So, the fatwa did not necessarily 
limit the permitted visitors only to the Palestinians and to the Muslims living outside the 
Islamic countries, but at the same time, it did not encourage the Muslim visit in full scale. Such 
an idea of segmentation was unprecedented in the previous individual campaigns.17

Second, the fatwa imposed some conditions for visits to Jerusalem: “1. That it does not 
lead to normalization with the occupation which may cause harm to the Palestinian cause. 2. 
That the visit supports and assists the Palestinians and not the occupiers. Here we affi  rm that 
any transactions including buying, selling, dealings, accommodations, and transportation must 
benefi t the Palestinians and the Jerusalemites and none other than them. 3. That visitors enter 
with Palestinian or Jordanian tourist groups. 4. It is preferred that trips to al-Aqsa Mosque be 
within the routes of Umrah and Hajj trips as much as possible” [al-Madīna al-Ikhbārīya 2014. 
May. 5]. The underlying idea was that Muslim visits to Jerusalem could be permitted insofar 
as they served the public interest of the local Palestinian society, and by this point, the visits 
would not be a form of normalization from their perspective. 

Although the words in the fatwa were carefully chosen, and the conditioning of visitors 
was a kind of appeasement for the “opponents,” eventually the fatwa was thought by many 
to be a counter to the longstanding prohibition on visits to Jerusalem. Again, the MB in each 
country criticized the decision of the “Road to Jerusalem” conference as an implicit form of 
normalization. Further, one participant reportedly criticized that the organizers for “wanting to 
take the conference to one track to permit Arabs’ and Muslims’ visits to Jerusalem, under the 
pretext of increasing the number of Muslims in the al-Aqsa Mosque” [Qanāt al-Jazīra 2014. 
Apr. 30]. Some of the participants also recounted that Prince Ghāzī even asked the Islamic 
scholars to issue a fatwa permitting a visit to Jerusalem to support the steadfastness of the 
Palestinians [al-ʻArabī al-Jadīd 2014. Apr. 30; Qanāt al-Jazīra 2014. Apr. 30].18 Anyway, 
from short-term historical perspective, it was a remarkable breakthrough that a fatwa to permit 
the Muslim visits to Jerusalem was issued, in the form of a collective consensus, at least 
outwardly, rather than in the form of individual actions or statements, as had been the case 
before.

(2) OIC: Islamic Tourism Promotion and Permissive Fatwa
In the aftermath of the conference in Jordan, a series of promotional activities by OIC 
represented another signifi cant step forward for the “advocators.” First, on November 27 in 

17 Recommendations of the OIC workshop which will be discussed in the next section set similar 
segment. This kind of segmentation can be found in some “opponents” such as ʻIkrima Ṣabrī, the former 
Grand Mufti of Jerusalem, who permitted the visits performed only by the Palestinians and the Muslims 
outside the Arab Islamic countries, because they will not cause the normalization problem [Qanāt al-Jazīra 
2010. Jul. 18].

18 Reportedly by this behavior of Prince Ghāzī, Muḥammed Rashīd Qabbānī, the Grand Mufti of Lebanon 
at that time, got angry and returned his country without waiting for the fi nal resolution of the meeting.
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2014, in his speech to an assembly of one OIC organ, Iyād Madanī (1946–), the Secretary-
General of the OIC stated that member states had selected Jerusalem as the Islamic Tourism 
Capital for 2015 [OIC 2014 Dec.1]. Then, as early as January 2015, he visited Palestine 
and attended the exhibition entitled “Jerusalem in Memory” held in Ramallah, which was 
organized by the OIC-affiliated Research Center for Islamic History, Art and Culture, in 
cooperation with the Palestinian Ministry of Culture. Madanī was welcomed by Mahmud 
Abbas and other high-ranking offi  cers. There he called for coordination between the tourism 
ministers of Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and Palestine, to find a mechanism to allow tens of 
thousands of tourists to visit Jerusalem by connecting with Umrah (minor pilgrimage) [OIC 
Journal 2015. No.28]. After Ramallah, he paid a visit to al-Aqsa Mosque and stated, “Coming 
to the mosque is a right for me as well as every Muslim… It is our right to come here and to 
pray here. No occupation authority should take this right from us” [OIC Journal 2015. No.28]. 
While Madanī did not explain his position on the visit to Jerusalem at some length and might 
have not been a devout “advocator,” his visits also received much criticism from al-Azhar, the 
Coptic Church,19 and Islamists such as the MB. One critic wrote in Middle East Monitor that 
the underlying fear for him was that this would pave the way for normalization and recognition 
of the Israeli occupation, in the guise of religious tourism [Abdullah 2015].

Madanī’s controversial visit was followed by a fatwa to permit Muslims to visit 
Jerusalem, which was issued in 2015 by the International Islamic Fiqh Academy affi  liated with 
the OIC. Reportedly, Jordan requested the session to end the controversy on this issue. Hāyil 
Dāwūd (1959–), the Awqaf Minister of Jordan at that time said he would like to discuss this 
issue from the viewpoint of whether the visit had any major benefi ts for Muslims or not, rather 
than from the viewpoint of halal or haram [UNA 2015. Mar. 9]. He emphasized the expected 
fruits and benefi ts of Muslim visits, rather than rigorous historical or religious reasons. 

The fatwa is worded as follows: “A legal verdict on the visit [to Jerusalem] is 
recommended and desirable, but the debate revolved around the assessment of interests and 
disadvantages. And the academy believes that the evaluation of these interests is, fi rst of all, 
up to the specialists and politicians of Muslim countries” [Majmaʻ al-Fiqh al-Islāmī al-Duwalī 
2015]. The academy also reminded Muslims worldwide that the issue of Jerusalem was one 
that aff ected all Muslims, not just the people of Palestine, and emphasized the obligation to 
help the city and support its people. While the words of this fatwa did not apparently encourage 
Muslims to undertake full-scale visits of occupied Jerusalem, this statement implies that it was 
to be left to the free judgment of each person. Later, some affi  liate organs of the OIC initiated 

19 Both of al-Azhar and the Coptic Church in Egypt rejected an invitation to send senior delegates to 
join the OIC’s visit [Abdullah 2015]. The Coptic Church, which represents the Egyptian Christians, has long 
forbidden its follower to make pilgrimages to Jerusalem under the Israeli occupation. Shenouda III, who 
served as the Pope of Coptic Church from 1971 to 2012, like Shaykh Mahmūd, refused to visit Jerusalem 
along with Anwar Sadat in 1977 and issued a papal ban on pilgrimages to the occupied Jerusalem in 1979. 
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projects, based on this fatwa, to promote Islamic tourism to Jerusalem. For instance, Iyā d 
Madanī stated in the 9th Session of the Islamic Conference on Tourism Ministers in December 
2015, “[t]he ruling [of Fiqh Academy] allows a visit to Jerusalem from the point of view of 
Islamic jurisprudence” and urged visits to take place through Jordanian entry points to avoid 
normalization [OIC 2015]. 

The OIC held several promotional events to encourage visits to Jerusalem in a 
framework of Islamic tourism. First, on November 24–25 in 2015, the Statistical, Economic 
and Social Research and Training Centre for Islamic Countries (SESRIC), a subsidiary organ 
of the OIC, organized a workshop entitled “Exploring Tourism Potential of al-Quds al-Sherif 
City [Jerusalem]” in Istanbul [SESRIC 2015]. The participants include the Palestinian and 
Jordanian ministries of tourism and Awqaf, tourist and hotel associations in each country, 
in addition to the Turkish offi  cial bodies. According to the report of the workshop, the chief 
aims were to explore the potential for tourism in Jerusalem, to examine the challenges, and 
to find implementable ways and means for collaboration among governmental and private 
bodies [SESRIC 2015]. The final recommendations, based on the fatwa of Fiqh Academy, 
says it is encouraged that the heads of the OIC’s member states to go to Jerusalem to show 
solidarity with the Palestinians, and the Muslim population worldwide, especially those 
who faced no visa restrictions in entering Palestine such as European residents wishing to 
visit Jerusalem [SESRIC 2015]. This recommendation resembled the fatwa of the “Road to 
Jerusalem” conference, referred to in the previous section. In addition, it was recommended 
to visit Jerusalem, preferably through Jordan, as part of the Hajj and Umrah package, and to 
visit in a way furthered the economy and welfare of the Palestinians. Furthermore, practical 
recommendations were issued to facilitate the tourists’ mobility, develop human resources, 
and waive taxes at the airports to enhance the accessibility of Jerusalem, and so on [SESRIC 
2015].

Additionally, on September 26, 2016, a symposium entitled “Advancing religious 
tourism to Palestine, particularly Jerusalem” was organized by the Representative Offi  ce of 
the OIC in Palestine in cooperation with the Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities and the 
Ministry of Jerusalem Aff airs. The speakers were the Minister of Tourism and Antiquities of 
Palestine, the Minister of Jerusalem Affairs, and the representative of the OIC in Palestine 
in addition to Muḥammad Ḥusayn, the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem and Maḥmūd al-Habbāsh. 
At the symposium, Ḥusayn tried to justify Muslim visits once again by noting the absence 
of the banning fatwa during the Crusaders’ era [Wafā 2016. Sep. 26]. Further, Maḥmūd 
al-Habbāsh boldly asserted that “the fatwa of the Fiqh Academy came to decide the matter, 
which permitted Muslims’ visits to Jerusalem.” He added, “The prohibition fatwas have 
become removed from the debate of the vast majority of Muslims” [Wafā 2016. Sep. 26]. The 
final statement of the symposium recommended activating cooperation between the official 
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Palestinian agencies on the one hand and the OIC affi  liate organs on the other, to pave the way 
for Islamic tourism. As one element of plans to encourage the visits to Jerusalem in general, 
the participants of the symposium also recommended disseminating the legal opinions of OIC 
in 2015 and the “Road to Jerusalem” conference [OIC Journal 2016 No.34]. 

It is clear from the process of consensus-building and endorsement by the OIC that 
Jordan has played a pivotal role and tried to take an initiative in the projects for Muslim visits. 
In the first place, Jordan has long claimed to be the legitimate guardian of Jerusalem. The 
Jordanian government, as the responsible authority for religious administration in Jerusalem,20 
organized the visits by ʻAlī al-Jifrī and ʻAlī Jumʻa, hosted the “Road to Jerusalem” conference, 
and sought permission for Muslim visits from the OIC, in addition to publishing the book “Why 
Should Muslims Visit al-Aqsa Mosque” [Kailani 2012]. 

Furthermore, Jordan’s Awqaf Minister, Hāyil Dāwūd, immediately after the “Road to 
Jerusalem” conference, demonstrated the Jordanian government’s strong interest in religious 
tourism. He revealed to the press that the government already had plans to attract Muslims 
to Jerusalem by starting the journey from Jordan and stated “We have coordinated with other 
Arabs [countries] to bring tourists to Jordan and [have them] stay some days and then visit 
Jerusalem only…” [CNN Arabic 2014. Apr. 30]. Additionally, along with this remark, in the 
OIC’s workshop on promoting tourism to Jerusalem in 2015, the Minister of Tourism and 
Antiquities of Jordan, said that the government wanted to attract “Hajj and Umrah pilgrims 
to visit Jerusalem, passing through tens of Islamic historical sites that refl ect the Islamic Arab 
civilization in Jordan, before and after they conclude their pilgrimage in Saudi Arabia,” and, 
for emphasis, he repeated the same passage later in the speech [SESRIC n.d.]. Jordan also 
held talks and signed an agreement with the PA in August 2015 to promote cooperation in the 
fi eld of Islamic tourism between the two countries [al-Dustūr 2015. Aug. 11]. Here it can be 
observed that through promoting a religious journey that combined visits to Jerusalem, Makka, 
and Madina, the Jordanian government tried to enhance its role as a gatekeeper of Jerusalem 
by leading the tourism campaign and having a hand in tour operations, while also promoting 
tourism in Jordan itself.

To sum up the above discussion, 2015 was a watershed in the debate over whether 
visiting Jerusalem was permissible or not. Despite persistent opposition, as will be discussed 
in the next chapter, it is no longer taboo to call for visits to occupied Jerusalem, as long as they 
are based on religious virtue and aimed at supporting the Palestinians. 

At the end of this chapter, a few words should be added concerning the Israeli stance 
toward Muslim tourism. In short, the Israeli government and the Jerusalem Municipality did 
not make some specific comments on the Arab-Islamic debate on Muslim visits described 

20 This status was confi rmed in Israel-Jordan peace treaty in 1994 and joint declaration of Jordan and 
Palestine in 2013.
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above. Still, the Israeli government may welcome the moves by the “advocators,” insofar as 
they appear to remain merely tourists, not the political activists. In many cases, the Israeli 
government has depicted itself as a religiously tolerant country and stated such as in the World 
Economic Forum of 2018 “that the only time that all three faiths could practice their faith 
freely [in Jerusalem] has been under Israel’s sovereignty over Jerusalem” [PMO 2018. Jan. 
25]. The mayor of Jerusalem once expressed his wish to have the city become a destination for 
religious tourism by members of the three Abrahamic faiths, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, 
of course under the Israeli sovereignty [ACRPS 2012: 13–14]. By such offi  cial stance of Israel, 
some of the “opponents” warned that Israel could exploit visits to Jerusalem under the Israeli 
occupation for image purposes as indicating implicit recognition of the authority of Israel 
[Ḥ ammāmī 2012: 27–28].

Part of the reason why the Israeli government did not adopt a clear stance on this issue 
is because there were not many Muslim tourists among overall visitors to Israel in the fi rst 
place [Hasson 2015]. Indeed, it has been often said that since the 2010s the number of Muslim 
visitors to Israel has grown signifi cantly. Most of the reports in common pointed out that the 
largest number of Muslims, numbering in the tens of thousands, came from Indonesia and 
Malaysia. Furthermore, the fact that the number of Arab tourists remains small implies that the 
idea of visiting Jerusalem has never taken root with the Arab public, even after the rapid ascent 
of “advocators” in the debate.

5. Persistent Stance and Partial Compromise of “Opponents”
As examined in the previous chapters, the “advocators” have enjoyed signifi cant momentum 
since the 2010s, so their theory has no longer been seen as weird or heretical. In the face of 
such a strong headwind, some of the “opponents” have presented the counter argument, while 
others have indicated a partial compromise to the “advocators.” 

(1) Against the Headwind: Rebuttals of IUMS and Legacies of al-Qaraḍāwī
It was IUMS that has prepared a rigorous argument opposing Muslim visits to Jerusalem 
and carried authoritative weight among the “opponents.” IUMS was founded in 2004 as an 
association of the Islamic scholars, which has been widely considered as the affi  liate to the 
MB. Yūsuf al-Qaraḍāwī had led IUMS until 2018, and Aḥmad al-Raysūnī (1953–) succeeded 
him by election.

On April 29, 2014, immediately after the “Road to Jerusalem” conference, al-Qara Dāghī, 
as a Secretary-General of IUMS, issued a fatwa against the “advocators.” He off ered rebuttals 
to the criticisms directed toward the “opponents” while parts of the fatwa were based on the 
previous fatwa by al-Qaraḍāwī [IUMS 2014].21

21 Prior to the fatwa of IUMS, Ḥusām al-Dīn ʻAff āna, a Palestinian locally famous Islamic scholar, issued 
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Al-Qara Dāghī started the statement by presenting the premises, which account for one-
third of the fatwa and confi rms the basic stance through the following seven points. First, the 
fatwa is directed only at non-Palestinians. Second, the Hadith by Abū Hurayra says visiting 
Jerusalem is recommended, but not a duty, so its rules should be treated as conditional and as 
balancing benefi ts and disadvantages. Third, all the Muslims sincerely wish to have the honor 
of visiting Jerusalem. Fourth, a fatwa in general must be purely for Allah and consistent with 
the objectives of Shariah, rather than a reflection of some governments and groups. Fifth, 
while some Muslims have enthusiastically encouraged the visit to Jerusalem and made it sound 
as if it was necessary, Muslim visits do not stop the Israeli policies suffi  ciently, and Muslims 
who do not visit Jerusalem are not disobeying the command of the Prophet. Sixth, because the 
problem of Jerusalem should be one of the highest concerns of Ummah, rules for the visit must 
represent the majority opinion of Islamic scholars, not in an individual approach. Seventh, 
al-Qaraḍāwī is not the only scholar to have opposed the visit to occupied Jerusalem; the great 
majority of al-Azharites and even Coptic church members have also opposed it [IUMS 2014].

Subsequently, al-Qara Dāghī discussed the “duty for Muslims toward Jerusalem, or 
genuine road to Jerusalem” according to three viewpoints. First, he clarifi ed legal evidence 
supporting a prohibition on the visit to occupied Jerusalem. Similar to al-Qaraḍāwī’s fatwa, 
it started with the rules for usurped land, and warned that the visit meant the recognition of 
Israeli authority and would pave the way for normalization with the enemy. Second, al-Qara 
Dāghī reviewed and criticized the justifi cations and evidence of the “advocators.” According 
to him, although some Muslim leaders had claimed that visiting Jerusalem would contribute to 
assisting the steadfastness of the local Palestinians, as long as it controlled the borders, Israel 
would easily prevent any Muslim visits aimed at supporting the Palestinians in Jerusalem, 
such as the banning of the visits by American and European activists. Thus, he claimed that 
“the benefit… is a delusional one, not an expected and assured one… And there is a legal 
maxim saying that avoiding the disadvantage comes fi rst, before acquiring the genuine benefi t, 
let alone delusional benefi t” [IUMS 2014]. Further, al-Qara Dāghī warned that Muslim visits 
would be used to reinforce Israel’s self-representation as a tolerant country. Although it seems 
somewhat odd in this context, continued on the above points, al-Qara Dāghī also argued that 
the fact that the Prophet Muhammad had sought permission from the Quraysh tribe to perform 
the pilgrimage could not justify present-day Muslim visits to Jerusalem, simply because the 
Quraysh tribe was not an occupier and had legitimate ownership over the land.22 

Third, al-Qara Dāghī refuted the historical evidence, especially the evidence from the 
Crusaders’ era, which was used by the “advocators.” Al-Qara Dāghī complained that, in the 

a fatwa which had much in common with the one of IUMS [ʻAff āna 2012]. In addition to the points raised by 
al-Qara Dāghī, ʻAff āna showed his fear for the emergence of the legal opinion which made by non-specialists 
[ʻAff āna 2012: 18]. 

22 al-Qara Dāghī and ʻAff āna alike criticized this as “qiyas with a discrepancy” (qiyās maʻ al-fāriq).
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fi rst place, the deeds of the past Islamic scholars, even great scholars, could not be used as 
a legal basis. Further he stated that the visits of Islamic scholars, such as al-Ghazali’s, were 
took place under an armistice, so the evidence of “advocators” itself was based on false 
information. Ultimately, al-Qara Dāghī off ered the following conclusion: “[v]isiting Jerusalem, 
under the brutal occupation… and under its [Israel’s] desperate attempts at a comprehensive 
political, economic, cultural and social normalization, entails grave evil, great harm and fatal 
consequences. It is not permissible for a Muslim to participate in this crime. Rather, he must 
set up for a travel to liberate al-Aqsa [Mosque] by all means available…” [IUMS 2014]. 

Therefore, it seems that the rebuttals made by the “opponents,” at least as a legal 
reasoning, were more source-based and thorough arguments consistent with the intellectual 
tradition, than the claims presented by “advocators.”

(2) Blown by Strong Wind: Decline of Categorical Opposition
While some “opponents” maintained their persistent stance, the others started to show some 
positive understanding for the “advocators.” One remarkable example of them is Aḥmad 
al-Raysūnī, despite he is the head of IUMS and one of its founders. Al-Raysūnī is a Moroccan 
Islamic scholar and had led the Movement for Unity and Reform (MUR) in Morocco. 

In 2019, al-Raysūnī suddenly called on Muslims worldwide to visit Jerusalem and 
support the Jerusalemites and the defenders (al-murābiṭūn) fi nancially and morally, stressing 
that “not everyone who visited Jerusalem is a normalizer or a propagandist for normalization… 
the objective and purpose of the visit is to be a guarantor to know the legal and political stance 
for it” [al-ʻUmq al-Maghribī 2019. Aug. 10]. He pointed out that the important thing was 
visitors’ intentions and what their visits were expected to achieve. He also added that while the 
visit to Jerusalem itself was recommended, all Muslims had a duty to assist the Palestinians, 
Jerusalem, and al-Aqsa Mosque [al-ʻUmq al-Maghribī 2019. Aug. 11].23 So, he saw the visit 
itself was not equal to normalization and it should be judged by the intention, which way of 
thinking was very similar to that of the “advocators.” Of course, widespread criticisms and 
unrest emerged among the MB [Qanāt al-ʻArabīya 2019. Aug. 25],24 however al-Habbāsh 
welcomed his statement [Wafā 2019. Aug. 19]. 

Behind the new fatwa of al-Raysūnī, some noted there was conflicting perspectives 
toward al-Qaraḍāwī among the members of IUMS [Qanāt al-ʻArabīya 2019. Aug. 21], and 
others noted that the government of Qatar, where IUMS had been based, had tried to push 
the Islamists under its infl uence toward rapprochement and normalization with Israel [Qanāt 

23 These remarks were made amid growing tensions between Jews and Muslims in Jerusalem when Tisha 
B’Av, the Jewish Remembrance Day of destroyed Temple, coincides with Eid al-Adha, the Islamic holiday 
derived from the tradition of Abraham.

24 al-Raysūnī accounted later that his statement was not represented the position of IUMS [Qanāt 
al-ʻArabīya 2019. Aug. 25]. 
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al-ʻArabīya 2019. Aug. 25]. However, it was also claimed that among the scholars of IUMS, 
the momentum to revise al-Qaraḍāwī’s fatwa had already been emerged in 2016 [ʻArabī 21 
2016. Jun. 2]. Some scholars reportedly felt it was necessary to allow Muslims in general to 
visit Jerusalem and to limit the ban just to public fi gures, in order to provide the Palestinians 
with economic support and make their lives sustainable. They sought to issue realistic new 
directions because some Muslims no longer paid attention to the banning fatwa and started to 
visit Jerusalem, although this did not result in benefi ts to the Palestinians. While  al-Qara Dāghī 
denied any move to change al-Qaraḍāwī’s fatwa and stuck with the longstanding legal position 
[ʻArabī 21 2016. Jun. 2], any such move would have been a sign that the “advocators” were 
gaining support to some extent. 

Furthermore, before the fatwa of al-Raysūnī, one leader of the MB in Jordan, called 
for a serious reconsideration of the past position on the visit to Jerusalem. His main concern 
was prompted by new facts on the ground, which meant the deepening Israeli control over 
Jerusalem and al-Aqsa Mosque [ʻArabī 21 2019. Mar. 27]. He revealed in an interview 
with ʻArabī 21 that “[p]reviously, I was among those who adopted the remark that visiting 
al-Aqsa Mosque was prohibited.” After referring to the changing circumstances, he continued 
as follows: “Visiting Al-Aqsa Mosque is not necessarily to recognize the legitimacy of the 
occupation, but all that matters is to deal with the situation without the slightest recognition 
of the legitimacy of the occupation. In particular, the motivation for it [the visit] is support 
for the steadfastness of Jerusalemites, and assistance and cooperation for them to confront 
the occupation measures for Judaization” [ʻArabī 21 2019. Mar. 27]. It should be noted that 
al-Raysūnī’s fatwa did not appear out of nowhere as illustrated by a momentum among the MB 
to reexamine their long-standing opposition. 

Although he did not state his position as explicitly as al-Raysūnī, in a conference entitled 
“al-Azhar World Conference to Support Jerusalem” held in January 2018, ʻAbbās Shūmān, 
the Deputy to the Shaykh of al-Azhar at that time, showed some indication of changes in 
the al-Azhar’s position while maintaining opposition to Jerusalem visits under the Israeli 
occupation. As examined in the following sentences, he implied that the opinions of “advocators” 
had a certain validity and hinted at the urgent necessity of reviewing the traditional stance 
of the “opponents.” Although some media characterized the position that he expressed in the 
conference simply as that of an “opponent” [Bawwāba al-Shurūq 2018. Jan. 18; Jan. 19],25 
when his statement is scrutinized, it can be recognized that there is implicit self-criticism.

In his speech, Shūmān stated, after referring to the undoubted attachment of Muslims and 
Christians to Jerusalem, “[t]he issue of visiting Jerusalem will remain a subject of discussion 

25 Among the personalities present, Mahmud Abbas and Zaqzūq participated in this conference and stated 
they believe to date that visiting Jerusalem will be an important measure to confront the Israeli occupation 
policies [Bawwāba al-Shurūq 2018. Jan. 18; Jan. 19].
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and a topic of disagreement on the Islamic and Christian levels alike” and raised three points in 
order for the issue to be properly understood [Shūmān 2018: 970]. First, he stated as a premise 
that there was no disagreement on the impermissibility of the normalization with “the Zionist 
entity” [Shūmān 2018: 970], although any specific definition to the word of normalization 
was not off ered there. Second, as agreed-upon Islamic teachings, he asserted that the visit to 
Jerusalem and the prayer at al-Aqsa Mosque were recommended practice and confi rmed the 
importance of the mosque as the fi rst qibla and the third-holiest site of Islam [Shūmān 2018: 
970].

His third and main point was that scholarly diff erences of opinions were limited to the 
topic of visiting Jerusalem under the occupation, which was because of diff erences in how they 
assessed the benefi ts and disadvantages of the visit [Shūmān 2018: 971]. Then he explained 
each position of the debate and carefully reviewed the decisions of Fiqh Academy and the “Road 
to Jerusalem” conference. He rightly argued that the former’s fatwa neither called for visiting 
to the occupied Jerusalem nor prohibited it. Concerning the latter, he noted that the conference 
at least did not demand that the Arabs (other than the Palestinians) visit Jerusalem. Finally, he 
reaffi  rmed the position of al-Azhar after referring to the existence of diff erent views by each 
scholar: “the offi  cial stance of al-Azhar is to refuse the visit to Jerusalem under the occupation. 
There is no benefi t in that” [Shūmān 2018: 971]. 

Then Shūmān summed up by stating that the legal opinions to date around the visits to 
Jerusalem depended on specialists’ evaluation of whether the benefits or the disadvantages 
prevailed [Shūmān 2018: 972]. He continued to name two actors who would be best qualifi ed 
to estimate the interest from the visit: the Jerusalemites and the leaders of Arab Islamic 
countries. He said, first, that those who lived in Jerusalem should evaluate the positive or 
negative influence from the visit from a local perspective. He expected that the leaders of 
Arab Islamic countries would be able to determine the widespread political impact and 
potential danger caused by the Muslim visit. In the end, he emphasized the necessity of further 
argument: “It is no secret to you that the benefi t in this concept has not yet been assessed and 
it has still been in dispute to this day. Therefore, we must deliberate and study this issue from 
all its aspects, and research thoroughly so that the benefit becomes clear” [Shūmān 2018: 
972]. He cotinued, “[p]erhaps it is better for Muslims today, if they really want to support 
their brethren in Jerusalem, to move urgently to achieve the interests of the Jerusalemites 
and the Palestinians… and to set up for a travel (shadd al-riḥāl) to Jerusalem, not to visit 
it under the occupation, rather to liberate it by all means available” [Shūmān 2018: 972]. 
Therefore, Shūmān substantially admitted that the stance of “opponents” including al-Azhar 
could be changed at some point and did not see it as an unquestionable or fi xed one, while he 
did not clearly permit Muslim visits such as al-Raysūnī did. This may have been a slight but 
remarkable change in the position of al-Azhar that had been fi rmly opposed Muslim visits to 
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the occupied Jerusalem. 
As revealed in this chapter, although any notable “opponents” have yet to make the full 

transition to becoming “advocators,” some opponents have realized the necessity of presenting 
a fresh view without simply adhering to an opposition stance. It can be observed that while 
changes on the ground are still limited in terms of the numbers of the visitors to Jerusalem, the 
growth of “advocators” has had a considerable impact on religious and political discourses in 
the Arab Islamic world.

6. Conclusion
Visiting Jerusalem under Israeli occupation, which was once taboo, became an option in the 
course of only a few short years during the 2010s. In the circle of “advocators,” the necessity 
of supporting the local Palestinians and the religious importance of visiting Jerusalem have 
been emphasized and reevaluated. 

At fi rst, some religious and political personalities such as Zaqzūq, Abbas and al-Habbāsh, 
started to call for visiting Jerusalem around 2012. The turning point was reached when the 
famous Islamic preachers and scholars, namely al-Jifrī and Jumʻa, visited Jerusalem, as if to 
answer the appeals by the above-referenced people. Then through the “Road to Jerusalem” 
conference in Jordan, individual eff orts were transformed into collective consensus-building 
in 2014. Subsequently, the OIC’s Secretary-General and affi  liated organs endorsed the idea of 
visiting Jerusalem even under the occupation and promoted it in the framework of religious 
tourism. For their part, on the one hand, “opponents” presented a counter argument, and some 
of them persisted in their opposition. On the other hand, some of them tended to accept the 
view of the “advocators” and indicated partial compromise. Certainly, the idea of visiting 
Jerusalem has never been popular in the streets of Arab countries, however, it has taken its 
own place in the Arab Islamic discourse.

As clarifi ed in the argument above, the longstanding consensus around the Arab boycott 
on visits to the occupied Jerusalem has certainly waned in the 2010s. This phenomenon can 
be seen as one symptom of the Arab-Israeli rapprochement in a broader sense, that is to say 
the crustal change of their relationship. Public encouragement to visit Jerusalem is a new 
development that would never have been expected decades ago. Indeed, even if the tendency 
to advocate Muslim visits were to be accelerated in the future, it would be quite unlikely for 
such a move to directly yield a strong Arab-Israeli relationship. Nevertheless, the weakening of 
the boycott on visits to Jerusalem under the occupation would appear to provide a background 
for a signifi cant political transformation.

Here, it should be noted that this debate has not developed solely in relation to the 
Arab-Israeli (Palestinian) confl ict. For instance, anti-MB or anti-al-Qaraḍāwī sentiment was 
a widespread climate among the “advocators.” This was immediately connected with the 
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domestic political confl icts in Palestine between Fatah (head by Abbas) and Hamas (branch of 
the MB), and in Egypt between Abdul Fattah al-Sisi’s regime and the MB. Further, the active 
Jordanian commitment to Muslim visits to Jerusalem may have been prompted by a sense of 
wariness over the growing infl uence of Turkey among the Palestinians in Jerusalem. Jordan 
and Turkey have recently competed over the title of the guardian of Islamic Jerusalem [Abu 
Amer 2016].26 In a way, the debate over the visits to Jerusalem has been used as a tool and 
instrumentalized in the political confl icts in the Middle East. 

With Israel and the UAE starting to build close relations, a confl ict has already emerged 
among Muslims over whether visits from the UAE and Bahrain to Jerusalem are permitted or 
not. The Israeli government expected to receive a huge infl ux of Gulf tourists with potentially 
high purchasing power [Kahana 2020a]. At the same time, when an unofficial delegation 
from the UAE visited al-Aqsa Mosque with the Israeli authorities in October 2020, they were 
criticized harshly by Palestinian and Jordanian officials as “normalizers” [Qanāt al-Jazīra 
2020. Oct. 23].27 The Palestinian and Jordanian “advocators” now begin to separate the Muslim 
visitors into “unwelcome guests” who openly move to deepen their relationship with Israel and 
“supporters of the Palestinians” whom the “advocators” have longed for.28 How to treat these 
Muslim visitors is a subject of heated debates right at this moment [Kahana 2020b]. With the 
emerging expansion of human exchanges between Arab countries and Israel, understanding 
such a debate will also be essential to obtain a clear view of their nuanced relations in the 
future.
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26 Turkey under the leadership of Recep Tayyip Erdogan has been strongly interested in the aff airs of 
Palestine, especially Jerusalem from the view of so-called “Neo Ottomanism.” And the government initiated 
a state-led Umrah tour via Jerusalem since 2015, which was quite an easy process because of its decades-long 
offi  cial relationship with Israel. Growing Turkish popularity on the ground among the Palestinians has stirred 
an unease of the Jordanian government, which caused their competition over religious tourism too [Abu Amer 
2016].

27 Prior to it, the Mufti of Jerusalem issued a controversial fatwa, “We affi  rm that the prayer at Al-Aqsa 
Mosque is open to those who come from the legitimate Palestinian gate, or through the Jordanian government, 
which is the guardian of the Islamic holy sites in Jerusalem” [Qanāt al-Jazīra 2020. Aug. 18]. 

28 A famous Israeli reporter and historian, Nadav Shragai tells “On one hand, [Mahmud] Abbas rejects 
the normalization deal, but on the other, he supports the idea of Muslims ‘occupying’ Jerusalem and Islamic 
holy sites… Abbas might be able to accept visitors from the Emirates, if they take on a diff erent character and 
the Emiratis start investing in east Jerusalem ‘to strengthen the Palestinian position in Al-Quds’ or if Emirati 
tourism keeps the Palestinian economy going. But only if the Gulf visits hire Muslim tour guides and stay in 
Palestinian hotels” [Shragai 2020].
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