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Masjid Al-Aqsa, located in the Old City of Jerusalem, is one of the most revered sites in
Islam and holds significant historical and religious importance. It is the third holiest site in
Islam after the Kaaba in Mecca and the Prophet's Mosque in Medina. Al-Aqsa is not just a
mosque; it encompasses a large compound known as Haram al-Sharif or the Noble
Sanctuary, which includes the Dome of the Rock and various other structures. This article
delves into the rich and complex history of Masjid Al-Aqsa, exploring its origins,
significance, architectural developments, and the socio-political challenges it has faced
over the centuries.

Origins and Early History

The origins of Masjid Al-Aqsa date back to the time of the Prophet Muhammad and the
early Islamic community. According to Islamic tradition, Al-Aqsa is where the Prophet
Muhammad was transported during the Night Journey (Isra and Mi'raj) from Mecca to
Jerusalem. This miraculous journey is believed to have occurred in the year 621 CE, and it
holds immense significance in Islamic theology.

The site of Al-Aqsa is historically linked to earlier religious traditions:

1. Jewish Tradition: The area is associated with the biblical stories of Abraham, David, and
Solomon. The First Temple, built by Solomon, was said to be located on this site.
2. Christian Tradition: The site also holds significance in Christianity, as it is connected to
various events in the life of Jesus.

Construction of the Mosque

The construction of the first mosque on the site began in 705 CE under the Umayyad
Caliph Abd al-Malik. The mosque was completed in 715 CE and was an essential part of
the caliphate's efforts to establish Islam's presence in Jerusalem. Over the centuries,
Masjid Al-Aqsa has undergone several renovations and expansions, reflecting the diverse
architectural styles and influences that have shaped the region.

Architectural Features

Masjid Al-Aqsa is known for its stunning architecture and unique features:

- The Dome of the Rock: Completed in 691 CE, the Dome of the Rock is not a mosque but a
shrine that houses the Foundation Stone, believed to be the site where Abraham prepared
to sacrifice his son and where Muhammad ascended to heaven. Its octagonal shape and



golden dome make it one of the most recognizable landmarks in Jerusalem.

- The Mosque Itself: The mosque features an expansive prayer hall with a wooden roof
supported by columns, intricate mosaics, and beautiful mihrabs (niches indicating the
direction of Mecca). The mosque can accommodate thousands of worshippers, making it
one of the largest mosques in the world.

- Courtyards and Surroundings: The compound includes various smaller mosques, schools,
and Islamic structures, surrounded by beautiful courtyards, gardens, and ancient olive
trees.

The Role of Masjid Al-Aqsa in Islamic Tradition

Masjid Al-Aqsa holds a special place in Islamic tradition for several reasons:

1. Spiritual Significance: It is considered a place of worship and reflection, where Muslims
come to pray and connect with their faith.

2. Historical Relevance: As one of the earliest sites of Islamic worship, it symbolizes the
unity and continuity of the Muslim community.

3. Pilgrimage: Although the Hajj pilgrimage is in Mecca, Jerusalem, and specifically Masjid
Al-Aqsa, is considered a significant destination for Muslims, especially for those unable to
travel to the sacred cities of Mecca and Medina.

Historical Events and Challenges

Throughout its history, Masjid Al-Aqsa has witnessed significant events, conflicts, and
changes in governance:

The Crusades (1099-1187)

The First Crusade led to the capture of Jerusalem by Christian forces in 1099. During this
period, Masjid Al-Aqsa was converted into a church, and Muslims were largely barred
from entering the city. The mosque suffered neglect and damage.

The Muslim reconquest of Jerusalem in 1187 by Saladin marked the restoration of the
mosque and its significance in the Islamic world. Saladin is credited with repairing and
preserving the site, and he emphasized its importance to the Muslim identity.

The Ottoman Period (1517-1917)

Under Ottoman rule, Masjid Al-Aqsa flourished. The Ottomans undertook significant



restoration projects, enhancing the mosque's architectural beauty and establishing it as a
center for Islamic scholarship. The period saw an increase in pilgrims and scholars visiting
the mosque, reinforcing its status as a vital religious hub.

The British Mandate and Post-World War II Era

After World War I, the British took control of Jerusalem, and the mosque continued to be a
focal point for Muslim identity. However, tensions between Jewish and Arab communities
began to escalate. The 1929 Hebron massacre and the 1936 Arab revolt highlighted the
growing unrest surrounding the mosque and its significance in the broader Israeli-
Palestinian conflict.

The Modern Era: Political Tensions and Conflicts

The establishment of the State of Israel in 1948 marked a turning point in the history of
Masjid Al-Aqsa. The mosque has been at the center of political and religious tensions,
particularly during:

1. The Six-Day War (1967): Israel captured East Jerusalem, including the Old City and
Masjid Al-Aqsa. This event intensified the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and has led to
ongoing disputes over sovereignty and access to religious sites.

2. Intifadas: The First (1987-1993) and Second (2000-2005) Intifadas were fueled by
tensions surrounding Al-Aqsa. The mosque became a symbol of Palestinian resistance and
identity, with confrontations often erupting in its vicinity.

3. Current Status: Today, Masjid Al-Aqsa remains a flashpoint in the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict, with ongoing disputes over access, security, and religious rights. The mosque is
administered by the Jordanian Waqf, but Israeli authorities maintain control over the
surrounding area, leading to tensions and clashes.

Conclusion

Masjid Al-Aqsa is more than just a historical monument; it is a living symbol of faith,
identity, and resilience for millions of Muslims around the world. Its rich history reflects
the broader narratives of religious coexistence, conflict, and the quest for peace in a
region marked by turmoil. As the world continues to grapple with the complexities of the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the significance of Masjid Al-Aqsa as a sacred site and a focal
point of spiritual devotion remains steadfast. The future of this revered mosque will
undoubtedly continue to influence the socio-political landscape of the region for
generations to come.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the historical significance of Masjid Al-Aqsa in
Islam?
Masjid Al-Aqsa is considered the third holiest site in Islam after Mecca and Medina. It is
believed to be the location from which the Prophet Muhammad ascended to heaven during
the Night Journey (Isra and Mi'raj).

When was Masjid Al-Aqsa originally constructed?
Masjid Al-Aqsa was originally constructed in the early 8th century, around 705 CE, by the
Umayyad Caliph Al-Walid I. However, its site has been a place of worship since ancient
times.

What major events have taken place at Masjid Al-Aqsa
throughout history?
Masjid Al-Aqsa has witnessed numerous significant events, including the Muslim
conquests of Jerusalem, the Crusades, and various political conflicts. It has also been a
focal point for various religious and cultural movements.

How has Masjid Al-Aqsa been affected by various
conquests and conflicts?
Over the centuries, Masjid Al-Aqsa has been destroyed and reconstructed multiple times
due to invasions and conflicts, including the Crusaders' capture of Jerusalem in 1099 and
subsequent Muslim reconquests.

What architectural styles are represented in Masjid Al-
Aqsa?
Masjid Al-Aqsa features a blend of architectural styles, including Islamic, Byzantine, and
Roman influences. Its design includes beautiful mosaics, intricate stonework, and the
iconic silver dome known as the Dome of the Rock.

What role does Masjid Al-Aqsa play in the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict?
Masjid Al-Aqsa is a highly contested site in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, symbolizing
both religious significance for Muslims and national importance for Palestinians. Access
and control over the site are central issues in the ongoing conflict.

What does the term 'Al-Aqsa' mean?
'Al-Aqsa' translates to 'the farthest' in Arabic, referring to the mosque's mention in the



Quran during the Night Journey, where it is described as the distant mosque that the
Prophet Muhammad visited.

How is Masjid Al-Aqsa viewed by Jewish people?
For Jewish people, the site of Masjid Al-Aqsa is known as the Temple Mount, which is
considered the holiest site in Judaism, believed to be the location of the First and Second
Temples. This dual significance heightens tensions surrounding the area.

What efforts have been made to preserve and protect
Masjid Al-Aqsa?
Various organizations, both local and international, have worked to preserve Masjid Al-
Aqsa's integrity and historical significance through restoration projects, archaeological
studies, and advocacy for its protection amid ongoing conflicts.
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