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In hadith and Islamic pilgrimage accounts, 
al-Haram al-Sharif – comprising the 
Dome of the Rock, the Aqsa Mosque, 
and the Marwani Musalla – linked the 
Prophet Muhammad’s Night Journey 
(isra’ and mi‘raj) to the temple of David 
and Solomon, to numerous maqams of 
Israelite/Qur’anic prophets,1 and to Mary’s 
oratory (mihrab) and the cradle (mahd) of 
Jesus. Oleg Grabar noted in his study of 
the Dome of the Rock, “At some point, 
Muslims began to associate Jesus’ birth 
with a place in the southeastern corner of 
the esplanade,” adding that the cradle of 
Jesus was introduced “considerably later 
than the seventh century.”2 The cradle was, 
as Stephan Hanna Stephan explained, “a 
large stone block, lying flat, [and] hollowed 
out regularly. It has a conch at its top and 
is Byzantine.”3

Neither Grabar nor Stephan, however, 
raised the question as to why the cradle 
and the oratory were installed within the 
Marwani Musalla and what role they 
played in the history of Muslim piety.4 This 
paper will examine the descriptions of the 
cradle and the oratory in Arabic writings 
until the end of the nineteenth century.5 

before the frankish invasion

Pilgrimage to Jerusalem was often 
combined with the pilgrimage to Mecca 
and Medina.6 As part of devotion, the 
pilgrim prayed in the Musalla which had 
been built by al-Walid ibn ‘Abd al-Malik 
(reg. 705–715).7 In centuries that followed, 
numerous earthquakes caused massive 
damage (especially in 747 and 1033), 
but the Haram was always repaired,8 and 
whatever the impact of those earthquakes, 
they did not seem to have damaged the 
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cradle or the oratory: Jesus was fixed into the same space as the Prophet Muhammad, along 
with Adam, Abraham, Moses, David, Solomon, Zachariah, and other Qur’anic prophets.9 
And since the Qur’an always associated Jesus with his mother, ‘Isa ibn Maryam, then 
she, too, became part of that geography.

The earliest account of the isra’ of the Prophet Muhammad to Jerusalem by Ibn ‘Abbas 
(618–687) included reference to neither cradle nor oratory, while the account attributed 
to Anas ibn Malik (612–709) only mentioned that Muhammad prayed in Jerusalem 
alongside Jesus and other prophets.10 Muqatil ibn Sulayman (d. 767), however, in one of 
the first extensive commentaries on the Qur’an (compiled in the ninth century), affirmed 
that the verses about Mary in the Qur’an applied to Jerusalem: Mary was in Jerusalem 
when she received the winter fruit in summer and the summer fruit in winter, that the 
palm tree under which Jesus was born was in Jerusalem, and that Jesus spoke from the 
cradle in Jerusalem.11 It is significant that Muqatil associated the Haram with Jesus and 
Mary just a half-century after the completion of its construction, though it is not clear if 
he had the physical oratory and cradle in mind. A century later, the Cordovan poet Ibn 
‘Abid Rabbih (860–940) confirmed the association between “the oratory of Mary” and 
the cradle in Jerusalem.12 By then, the tradition had taken shape, showing the importance 
of place/geography, especially pertaining to sites of sanctity, in early Islamic history.13 

A native of Jerusalem, Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Muqaddasi (c. 945–991) wrote 
in Ahsan al-taqasim, his encyclopedic work of geography, about al-Haram al-Sharif 
and the gate called Bab Mihrab Maryam (the Gate of the Oratory of Mary), which led 
to her oratory.14 Such a mihrab was mentioned in the Qur’an as the place where Mary 
had been visited by Zachariah: “Every time he entered al-mihrab to visit her, he found 
her supplied with sustenance [food]” (Q 3:37). Muqaddasi added that the ninth-century 
hadith narrator Muhammad ibn Karram (806–869), who lived in Jerusalem for a period, 
preached his controversial views on the equivalence of iman (belief) and iqrar (vocal 
declaration) while sitting near the “column of the cradle of Jesus, where many people 
used to meet him.”15 As a native of Jerusalem, Muqaddasi viewed his city as the greatest, 
uniting “the advantages of this World to those of the Next” and the location where “the 
gathering together and the appointment would take place” on the Day of Judgment.16 Since 
Jesus was to inaugurate the Last Judgment by returning to fight the antichrist (dajjal) 
in Jerusalem, and since at that moment he would lead the Muslims in their apocalyptic 
battle,17 then he could not but belong to a place that was central to Muslim veneration. 
The Haram enclosed the whole history of Jesus in his Islamic role, from miraculous birth 
and speaking in the cradle to the second coming. It was a role that was sustained in all 
subsequent writings about his cradle.

A contemporary of al-Muqaddasi, Abu Muhammad ibn Muhammad al-Khuli, dreamt 
that he visited the Haram, where he offered prayers near “the Cradle of Jesus and the 
oratory of Mary.”18 In 1047, Nasiri Khusrow (1004–c. 1078) on a pilgrimage-cum-secret 
mission from Persia gave a detailed description of Jerusalem and of the history of the 
prophets of the Haram: how Moses took the rock as his qibla/direction of prayer, and 
how Solomon built a mosque around it, and how the Prophet Muhammad determined it 
as the first qibla for his followers.19 Two of the highlights there were the cradle of Jesus 
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and the oratory of Mary:

The cradle is made of stone, big enough that people can pray at it . . . 
and is immovably fixed in the floor. It is the cradle in which Jesus spent 
his childhood and from which he spoke to people . . . To the east side is 
the oratory of Mary, peace be upon her. And there is another oratory for 
Zachariah, peace be upon him. Above these two mihrabs are Qur’anic verses 
that were revealed about Zachariah and Mary. It is also said that Jesus was 
born in this mosque . . . This mosque is known as The Cradle of Jesus, 
peace be upon him.20

Another Jerusalemite, Ibn al-Murajja (al-Maqdisi) (d. 1099), also described what he 
saw in the Haram. In his Fada’il Bayt al-Maqdis, Ibn al-Murajja wrote about “mihrab 
Maryam, also known as the Cradle of Jesus.”21 According to him, Mary saw the Angel 
Gabriel in Jerusalem, although her delivery of Jesus three hours later had taken place 
in the “valley of Bethlehem.”22 She returned to Jerusalem and when Zachariah saw the 
hostility against her, he built her an oratory “in the middle of the masjid [mosque]” where 
the palm tree bore her ripe fresh dates (rutban janiyyan).23 Unlike the New Testament 
biography, which assigned to Jerusalem only a few weeks in Jesus’ life, Ibn al-Murajja 
fixed everything about Jesus in Jerusalem: it was there that Jesus spoke in the cradle as 
a boy (sabiyyan) (Q 19:12); received the Holy Spirit; performed miracles and raised the 
dead; preached to the disciples; and would descend from heaven in his second coming 
to fight the antichrist and eradicate ignorance.24 Jesus was a Jerusalemite who had led 
his whole life in the precinct of the Haram. 

The centrality of Jerusalem, and the Haram in particular, to the life of Jesus and of 
Jesus to the significance of Jerusalem and the Haram can be seen in Muhammad ibn 
Ibrahim al-Maraghi al-Azarbijani’s report that Ibn al-Murajja’s contemporary, Abu Hamid 
al-Ghazzali (1058–1111), met with numerous jurists at the cradle of Jesus. 

There came together the Imams Abu Hamid al-Ghazzali and Isma‘il al-
Hakimi and Ibrahim ash-Shibaki and Abu-l-Hasan al-Basri, and a large 
number of foreign elders, in the Cradle of ‘Isa (upon him be peace!) in 
Jerusalem, and he (al-Ghazzali, apparently) recited some lines of poetry 
after which al-Basri “constrained himself to an ecstasy, which affected those 
that were preset, and eyes wept and garments were rent, and Muhammad 
al-Kazaruni died in the midst of the assembly in ecstasy.”25

The cradle of Jesus was the locus of the mystical experience because the Haram was the 
only place in the world that contained the history of God’s prophetic revelations, from 
Abraham and Solomon to Jesus and Muhammad. It was not surprising therefore that 
Muslims started viewing Jerusalem and the Haram as a piece of heaven, the center of 
the world, or, as Ibn al-Firkah described it, the omphalos (surra).26 And just as in Medina 
there was a burial place for Jesus near to Muhammad and Abu Bakr,27 so in the Jerusalem 
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Ibn al-Jawzi’s map of al-Haram al-Sharif, reproduced from Tarikh 
Bayt al-Maqdis, ed. Muhammad Zaynahum Muhammad ‘Azab 
(Port Said: Maktabat al-thaqafa al-diniyya, 1989), and detail of 
the Cradle of Jesus, which appears in the upper left corner of the 
map of the Haram.
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Haram, there were Jewish and Christian 
monuments not only near but also inside 
Islamic space – witnesses to the prophetic 
tradition that culminated in the last of the 
prophets, Muhammad. 

Jerusalem was the city of the prophets 
of God but not encompassing a Catholic-
like translatio prophetarum: rather, the 
shrines (maqams) were mnemonics, 
which Muslims juxtaposed together 
while admitting that “God knows best” 
in regard to geographical specificity. The 
maqam was a reminder of the divine, and 
not a miraculous translation of physical 
holiness.28 Without a theology of miracles 
in Islam, as in Catholic Christianity, 
Muslims sought historical reminders of 
revelation.29 Although some pilgrims 
touched or jumped into the cradle to pray,30 
as early as the twelfth century, Ibn ‘Asakir 
(1105–1175) had reprimanded worshippers 
for sitting in the cradle.31

The frankish invasion

During the assault on Jerusalem in 1099, Muslims sought shelter near the Christian 
symbols inside the Marwani Musalla (or Solomon’s Stables in later Western parlance), 
hoping they would be spared. They were not, and their blood – as Gottfried gloated to 
the Pope – reached as high as the knees of the horses.32 Thereafter, “Jerusalem became 
a Christian city, where no Muslim or Jewish cult was permitted and no non-Christian 
could take residence permanently. The mosques were turned into churches or used as 
secular buildings” – and the musalla of the cradle and the oratory was dedicated as a 
chapel in honor of Mary.33 Even so, Muslim pilgrims and Sufi adepts trekked to the 
city and continued their veneration at the cradle of Jesus. But while a cradle remained 
inside the occupied Haram, another cradle found its way to Damascus, according to the 
Damascene Ibn ‘Asakir. Since another Islamic tradition held that Christ would descend 
at the end of time on the minaret at the Church of Mary in Damascus (but “God knows 
best”), then his birth could well be associated with the Syrian city, too.34 Ibn Fadlallah al-
‘Umari (1301–1349), writing about Nur al-Din al-Zanki, who had begun the war against 
the Franks in the mid-twelfth century, noted that it was Zanki who had built the maqam 
outside Damascus known as “the cradle of Jesus. It was said that Mary sought shelter 
there with her son Jesus, peace be upon him, and that the hill was the one mentioned in the 

The Oratory of Mary, from Sylvia Auld and 
Robert Hillenbrand, with Yusuf Natsheh, Ottoman 
Jerusalem: The Living City, 1517–1917 (London: 
Altajir World of Islam Trust, 2000), 536.
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Qur’an, 33:50.”35 As late as the fourteenth century, Ibn Battuta (1304–1377) mentioned 
the refuge (ma’wa) of Jesus and his mother in Damascus.36

As was the case before the Frankish occupation of Jerusalem, some writers mentioned 
the cradle and the oratory, while others did not. In another text, Ibn ‘Asakir confirmed 
the oratory of Mary in Jerusalem which “is now known as the cradle of Jesus, peace be 
upon him, to which you descend in piety.”37 Abu al-Faraj ibn al-Jawzi (c. 1115/6–1201), 
a Hanbali jurist from Baghdad, visited the Haram and drew a map of it confirming 
numerous hadith traditions recounting that Mary prayed in the oratory near the palm 
tree and the cradle from where Jesus had spoken. It was also in Bayt al-Maqdis, Ibn al-
Jawzi continued, that Jesus received the table, was raised to heaven, and would descend 
at the end of time.38 Significantly, Ibn al-Jawzi was the first Muslim pilgrim to include 
a drawing of the cradle/oratory in his map – which corresponds exactly to the cradle/
oratory in existence today.

In 1173, ‘Ali of Herat mentioned “the Caverns known as the Cradle of Jesus, the 
son of Mary,”39 and a year later, in 1174, Abu al-Hasan al-Harawi visited Jerusalem and 
mentioned seeing in the Haram “a grotto and it was said that the cradle of Jesus son of 
Mary was there.”40 His contemporary Usama Ibn Munqidh (1095–1188), who was in 
Jerusalem about the same time, did not allude to the cradle, but ‘Imad al-Din al-Isfahani 
(1125–1201), secretary to Saladin, mentioned the oratory of Mary near which the Prophet 
Muhammad had prayed.41 

After the reconquest

After the Muslim reconquest of Jerusalem, Saladin’s advisors urged him to destroy the 
Church of the Holy Sepulchre in revenge for the desecration of the Dome of the Rock. 
But Saladin refused, reminding them of the pact of ‘Umar.42 Diya’ al-Din ibn Ahmad al-
Maqdisi (1174–1245), a Hanbali jurist whose parents had fled from Jerusalem in 1156, 
grew up in Damascus and fought in the armies of Saladin. He wrote about the fada’il 
of Damascus and Jerusalem and, visiting the latter city in 1227, made no mention of 
cradle or oratory, stating instead that the Prophet had prayed in the Church of Mary in 
the Valley of Hell.43 Sixteenth-century historian Muhammad ibn Muhammad ibn Khidr 
al-Maqdisi wrote that after the victory of Saladin in Hattin (1187), the Muslim leader 
“promptly re-located the cradle, which had been in Bethlehem and in which Christ son of 
Mary was veritably born, to Jerusalem and placed it in the spot associated with Mary.”44 
Though at odds with Khusrow’s account that he had seen the cradle in the Haram at the 
beginning of the eleventh century, Ibn Khidr’s statement shows that Muslims resumed 
their veneration at the Jerusalem cradle. Indeed, Jesus became part of the “culture of the 
counter-crusade” poetry,45 and in 1229 Sultan al-Kamil (d. 1238) insisted that a treaty 
with Frederick II include a clause ensuring that Muslims would continue “to have free 
access to the cathedral at Bethlehem,” where they were known to pray.46

Muslim worshippers separated veneration of Jesus from the Frankish/Christian legacy 
of conquest. The Shafi‘i jurist and historian Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Dhahabi (1274–
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1328) confirmed that there was a Hanbali teaching circle in the mosque whose members 
met near the cradle of Jesus, which was led by ‘Izz al-Din Abu al-Fath Muhammad ibn 
al-Hafiz al-Kabir (b. 1161).47 Traveling c. 1289–1291, the Moroccan pilgrim ‘Abdallah 
Muhammad al-‘Abdari spent five days in Jerusalem, where he saw “the cradle of Jesus, 
peace be upon him,” where the pious prostrated themselves seeking its blessing; “it was 
an egg-shaped hole in the ground.”48 Jerusalem-born Shihab al-Din Ibn Tamim (d. 1363) 
quoted a previous author that urged visitors to the Haram to go to the oratory of Mary, 
which is known as the mashhad of Jesus, where invocations are offered.49 An anonymous 
sixteenth- or seventeenth-century text of Fada’il Bayt al-Muqaddas [sic] repeated the 
exact words of advice that appeared frequently in such fada’il literature: the visitor should 
invoke God in “the oratory of Mary, peace be upon her, and the place of her worship, 
which is known as the cradle of Jesus, peace be upon him.” The worshipper should also 
read there the sura of Mary and prostrate himself just as ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab had done 
in the oratory of David.50 

Pilgrims seemed to pay no attention to Ibn Taymiyya’s (1263–1328) denunciation of 
the cradle as an outright forgery.51 Rather, Sufi pilgrims to Jerusalem from as far as the 
Maghrib confirmed the cradle-oratory association with the Haram not just physically, but 
also spiritually.52 When Ibn ‘Arabi (1165–1240) visited Jerusalem, he celebrated Christ 
as the khalifa and al-insan al-kamil of Sufi stations;53 it was at Jesus’s hand, he wrote, 
that he had repented (taba ‘ala yadihi),54 for Jesus had received “wisdom as a suckling 
babe in the cradle.”55 In his treatise on al-Isra’ ila al-maqam al-asra, Ibn ‘Arabi turned 
the stages of the Prophet Muhammad’s ascent to the seven heavens into his own Sufi 
journey toward mystical union. In the second heaven, he met Jesus and “my life united 
with his being, and the self delighted in his visage, his light permeated all places and 
darkness was banished from the body.”56 Then, the Sufi seeker (al-salik) reported how 
Jesus asked him:

“Where did the soul originate?”
I replied, “In the Sufi station [hadra] of holy splendor.” 
He asked: “Why did he speak in the cradle?”
I replied: “To be a second witness against the wrong doers.” 
He asked: “Was there an earlier witness to that?” 
I said: “Mary’s shaking of the palm tree.”57

For Ibn ‘Arabi, the Prophet Muhammad’s experience had prefigured his own experience 
of Jesus in the cradle and Mary under the palm tree. 

Another Andalusian Sufi traveled in the last decade of the fourteenth century and 
described both his spiritual and his real experience in the hadra of the Holy Land. For 
Ibn al-Sabbah al-Andalusi, as for many other Muslims, the “holy land” referenced in 
the Qur’an was interpreted to apply to all of bilad al-Sham (Greater Syria, including 
Palestine).58 Ibn al-Sabbah  traveled to Bayt al-Maqdis, a place of “blessings and famous 
miracles” in a land that was mawatin al-anbiya’ wa turbatihim: the native home and resting 
ground of the prophets and their land.59 In the center of the city and the land was the rock 
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that epitomized the whole history of the Abrahamic revelation. To confirm that history, 
he drew a map of the Noble Sanctuary, as earlier he had done of Mecca and al-Khalil 
(Hebron). In that map, he highlighted the shrines of Qur’anic veneration: the oratory of 
Abraham, the dome of Moses, the oratory of Solomon, the dome of the “Chain of Wise 
David, Prophet of the Israelites,” the oratory of Yahya/John the Baptist, and the dome of 
Mary, her palm tree, and the cradle of Jesus. 

Andalusi recognized that the holy land that housed Bayt al-Maqdis of the multi-
prophetic mi‘raj was holy with other monotheists – that is, People of the Book (ahl al-
kitab) – in it. And so, after celebrating the cradle, the oratory, and the palm tree, Andalusi 
could not but engage with local Christians for whom such objects were holy. After some 
monks asked him how he and other Muslims reached Mecca, and whether they flew 
there or not, he explained that Muslims traveled on foot. One of the monks fainted, and 
when he regained consciousness, he invited Andalusi for a meal at his house. At the 
end, the monk asked him to invoke God’s blessing on him, which caused the guest some 
confusion. Ultimately, Andalusi relented and said, “O lord, let him die a believer in the 
best religion”: a diplomatic answer, which the monk accepted. Later, Andalusi stopped 
in a Christian village where a woman invited him, a Muslim hajj, to rest. She brought 
him bread and milk and when he was about to leave, she too asked him to invoke God’s 
blessing on her and her children, taking a piece of his clothing to wear as a baraka from 
the Blessed House in Mecca. Initially, Andalusi had thought her a Muslim, but she smiled 
and told him, “I am a Christian.” He blushed and said: “Praise be to God, how God has 
blessed you with eloquence in Arabic. Why don’t you convert to Islam?” (As a Muslim 
living in Christian Spain, he would not have thought of Christians in an Arabic context.) 
She answered: “Pilgrim, I, my children, and my forefathers are Christians, as well as all 
my people. What do you want me to do?” She stood waiting for his blessing, and when 
he did not offer it, she started to cry while holding her children. Again he said, “O Lord, 
let her die a believer in the best religion,” to which she replied, “Amen.”60

Abu ‘Abdallah Muhammad al-Suyuti (1445–1505) wrote an extensive description of 
the fada’il of the Aqsa Mosque in 1469, relying heavily on nearly two dozen previous 
accounts, and mentioned the cradle and the oratory briefly: Mary’s “oratory was inside 
the mosque in Bayt al-Maqdis, and it is the place that is known as the cradle of Jesus 
and Zachariah.”61 However, in 1496 Suyuti’s contemporary, Mujir al-Din al-Hanbali 
(1456–1522), chief judge of Jerusalem between 1486 and 1516, wrote a detailed history 
of his native Jerusalem and al-Khalil. Like others before him, including his tenth-century 
predecessor Muqaddisi, Hanbali believed his hometown to be a site of paradise, because 
a Qur’anic prophet had prayed in every corner of that city.62 That was why God had 
declared that city and that land holy: al-ard al-lati barakna fiha li-l-‘alamin (Q 21:71). 
Hanbali’s survey of monotheistic history provides a wonderful example of an Islamic 
biography of Jesus by an author who lived and moved in the places in which Jesus was 
described in the gospels to have lived and moved. Jesus – “God’s prayer and peace upon 
him,” Hanbali wrote, applying as other Muslim authors did the same blessing used for 
the Prophet Muhammad – had been born in Bethlehem and Hanbali, priding himself on 
being born in Filastin/Palestine, continued in his description of the Haram:
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Under the ground, there is a mosque known as the cradle of Jesus, peace 
be upon him. And it is said, it is the oratory of Mary, peace be upon her ... 
People there should repeat the invocation that Jesus, peace be upon him, 
repeated when God raised him from the Mount of Olives [Tur Zayta].63

Later, Hanbali stated that Jesus, “peace be upon him, was born and spoke from the 
cradle in Jerusalem, received the table in Jerusalem, was taken up by God to heaven in 
Jerusalem, and will descend from heaven to Jerusalem.”64

On numerous occasions, alongside the reference to cradle and/or oratory, authors 
referenced the palm tree that had sheltered Mary and which had been mentioned in the 
Qur’an. It may well be that reference to a palm tree in accounts of Jerusalem originated 
in the eleventh century and continued into the thirteenth. In the tenth century, Muqaddasi 
recounted seeing the tree in Bethlehem,65 but, a century later, Cordovan-based Abu ‘Ubayd 
ibn ‘Amr al-Bakri (1014–1094), who relied heavily on the writings of previous pilgrims 
and geographers, located it in the Haram66 and in his massive Mu‘jam ma ista‘jam he 
appealed to a hadith in which the Prophet had interpreted the rock as Jerusalem and 
the date as the palm tree: al-sakhra bayt al-maqdis wa-l-‘ajwa hiya al-nakhla.67 In the 
following century, Ibn al-Jawzi also located the palm tree in the Haram, as did Ibn al-
Murajja,68 though Harawi still associated it with Bethlehem.69 In the thirteenth century, 
Ibn al-Firkah mentioned cradle, oratory, and palm tree together: at the beginning of his 
treatise, he stated that Jesus was born in Bethlehem, where the Prophet Muhammad had 
prayed, but a few pages later, he asserted that the annunciation to Mary had taken place 
in the Haram of Bayt al-Maqdis; that Jesus had been conceived of the Holy Spirit in that 
city; that he spoke from the cradle in that city; and that God sent Mary a palm tree in that 
city. In the fourteenth century, Ibn Battuta saw the stump of the tree – in Bethlehem.70 
Mujir al-Din al-Hanbali did not mention Mary’s palm tree in the precincts of the Haram 
but recognizing its importance, he explained how references to the tree had been made 
in the context of the Haram. Quoting the Prophet, he repeated that the “rock of Bayt 
al-Maqdis stands on a palm tree, and the palm tree on a river, which is one of the rivers 
of paradise.”71 

Meanwhile, Sufis associated heaven and the Jerusalem hadra with the Furthest 
Mosque.72 After long pilgrimages to reach Jerusalem, they conflated their experience 
with the Prophet’s, as Ibn ‘Arabi did, arriving not just to the physical city but also to “the 
station of holiness and purity.”73 For the Ottoman Sufi traveler Evliya Celebi (1611–1682), 
who visited Palestine between 1648 and 1650 and again in the early 1670s, the Aqsa 
Mosque was “the Ka‘aba of the mystics” because of its association with Muhammad’s 
Night Journey, including, as he noted, “the Shrine of Mary, where she lived. Here she 
took refuge from the comments of people that offended her. This cave has a small prayer-
niche facing east. In it is the Cradle of Jesus, a nest-like polished shining stone.”74 Just 
about the time Celebi was visiting Bayt al-Maqdis, the Moroccan Sufi ‘Abdallah ibn 
Muhammad al-‘Ayyashi rounded out his pilgrimage to Mecca and Medina with a stop in 
Jerusalem where he saw “a carved stone which is called the cradle of Jesus.”75 In 1671, 
the Iraqi scholar ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Khiyari (d. 1672) described the cradle of “our lord 
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Jesus, to which you descend by a few steps in the corner of the mosque”; it is “made of 
marble and to its left is a beautiful oratory, it is said, where our Lady Mary worshipped.”76

For the Damascene Sufi ‘Abd al-Ghani al-Nabulusi (1641–1731), Jerusalem was al-
hadra qudsiyya – “the holy [Sufi] station” – as he stated in the title of his travelogue of 
1691. Nabulusi knew most of the accounts that had been written about al-Haram al-Sharif 
and therefore, as he visited the site on 11 April 1691, he went to see

the cradle of Jesus, peace be upon him, which is in a mosque under ground 
level . . . which can be reached by going down a few steps. There is the 
cradle, made of marble, and to its left is a beautiful oratory which, it is said, 
is the place where our lady Mary, peace be upon her, worshipped. It is a very 
pleasant place, and in the corner there is the place (mahal) of our master 
Gabriel, peace be upon him, and there is another place which, it is said, is 
where the disciples of Jesus, peace be upon him, worshipped. It is said that 
prayers there are accepted by God. So we prayed two prostrations.77

Two years later, Nabulusi visited Lebanon and continued down to Palestine. Again, he 
visited “the cradle of Jesus, peace be upon him,” in Bayt al-Maqdis, which was repaired 
by the Ottoman authorities after “stones from the southern wall of the cradle of our master 
‘Isa, peace be upon him, which is located in al-Aqsa mosque, had collapsed.” Four days 
later, he visited Bethlehem, where he saw the church in which Jesus had been born and the 
location of the cradle and the palm tree.78 Like Khiyari and a few other Muslim pilgrims 
before him, Nabulusi entered the Church of the Nativity and invoked God’s blessing. 
Standing near the birthplace of the sinless prophet, Jesus, Nabulusi composed a poem 
in praise of Jesus and then joined the monks of Bethlehem as they offered him and his 
fellow pilgrims food. The monks played the orghula (organ) for them, the music of which, 
Nabulusi wrote, was more beautiful than that of a blackbird and a nightingale together.79

A century later, the Moroccan Sufi and ambassador Muhammad ibn ‘Uthman al-
Miknasi (d. 1799) vituperated against the Christians for their control of religious sites, 
but when he arrived at the Haram, he did what many pilgrims had done before him: 

I visited our Lady Mary’s mihrab, where there is also the cradle of Jesus, 
peace be upon him. We went down some stairs and I sat in the cradle, 
seeking his blessing. . . Then we went to the location where Jesus, peace 
be upon him, was raised and we performed two prostrations. They showed 
us a stone that still bore the mark of his foot and we sought its blessing and 
invoked God there.80

So did Miknasi’s contemporary Abu al-Qasim al-Zayyani, who also noted the stone-carved 
cradle “known as the cradle of Jesus, in which I sat and invoked [God’s] blessing.”81

Old habits die hard.
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Conclusion

In 661 AD, just about the time of his bay‘a as caliph in Jerusalem, Mu‘awiya used the 
phrase “holy land” in his description of the country, whereupon Sa‘sa‘a ibn Suhan warned 
him: “it is not the land that makes a people holy: it is the people who make the land holy.”82 
Jerusalem was holy by the presence of believers who celebrated monotheistic history: 
it was the city of God’s prophets, from Abraham and David to Jesus and Muhammad. 
That is why Muslims went down the steps to touch the oratory and the cradle and to 
offer their devotions, combining the physical with the mystical. At the same time, 
Muslims conceived of the Haram and Bayt al-Maqdis as a multi-religious site because it 
reflected the Prophet Muhammad’s multi-prophetic experience. Along with the maqams 
of the Israelite prophets, the cradle of Jesus and the oratory of Mary became devotional 
sites for pilgrims, Sufis, and jurists alike. This inclusiveness of devotion translated into 
demographic inclusion, too: since Jewish and Christian prophetic histories were part of 
the Haram (al-Hasan ibn Ahmad al-Mahlabi, who died in 990, had noted that the Jews 
helped the Muslims clean up the rock on which the Haram was built),83 then Jews and 
Christians could not but be part of the Islamic conceptualization of Bayt al-Haram. The 
builders of the Dome of the Rock, fully aware of the Christian population of the city,84 
sought to challenge them: the Qur’anic verses about Jesus that were carved on the outer 
rim expressed Islam’s disagreement with the Christian interpretation of Jesus.85 But while 
the conquerors inscribed the verses to be read and perhaps disputed by passers-by, inside 
the Marwani Musalla they venerated Jesus and Mary, as the Qur’an enjoined them, and 
ten Christians served inside the Haram, bequeathing their jobs to their children.86 The 
Haram and the city that housed it were to remain multi-religious, attesting to the long 
history of the coexistence of the People of the Book in the Islamic world.87

One of the leading scholars on Jerusalem, ‘Arif al-‘Arif, wrote about his city in 1947:

Across the ages, Jerusalem was the target of conquerors and invaders. It was 
besieged numerous times, destroyed frequently, deserted and rebuilt dozens 
of times in history. But, despite all that, it survived and its name remained 
standing among all cities and lands. It is, in truth, nothing and everything, 
the city of contradictions, the city of history, the city of bigotry, the city 
of magic and imagination. It is the city of religions [madinat al-adyan].88 

In her study of Jerusalem, Karen Armstrong also noted how the Haram has served as “a 
vital symbol of Islam’s sense of continuity and kinship with the ahl al-kitab, whether or 
not Jews and Christians were willing to acknowledge this.”89 And so, in 1995, twenty-eight 
years after the Israeli illegal annexation of Jerusalem and the gradual expulsion of the 
non-Jewish population from the city, Edward Said stated: “For Israel to claim Jerusalem as 
its eternal undivided capital does injustice to the city’s rich-textured history of religious, 
cultural, and political significance.”90 Some Israeli Knesset members and their followers 
continue to mobilize for the destruction of the Haram and the multi-prophetic maqams 
that surround the rock of the Prophet Muhammad’s mi‘raj. Thereby, they undermine the 
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history of Jerusalem’s Islamic inclusiveness and of Muslim piety for Abraham and Moses, 
David and Solomon, the cradle of Jesus and the oratory of his mother.
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