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Islamic Identity and the Ka
‘
ba 

by Benjamin Priest  

 
Copyright ©2015 by Benjamin Priest. 

All rights reserved. 
 

 

 

 

Within Islam, the Ka
‘
ba functions as the axis mundi whereupon the practitioner’s 

cosmic communications center, and there exists prevalent material indicating that it was also 

integral to the creation of an Islamic identity. Some of the ways by which the Ka
‘
ba became 

part of this identity was through strategically distancing itself from the Arabian Jahalī era 

and appropriating the symbolic figures and terminology of Judaism and Christianity. The 

first established Islam as being the maintainer of monotheism by emphasizing the role of the 

prophets that preceded Muhammad. This brought the monotheistic uses of the Ka
‘
ba to the 

fore and cast the polytheistic uses as perversions of the structure’s original purpose. The 

second recast those same prophets within the cosmology of Islam and the Jewish and 

Christian narratives as mutations of the true narrative. 

 

 There are roughly one billion Muslims throughout the world; meaning that on any 

given day there are millions of Muslims praying between once and five times a day in the 

direction of the Ka
‘
ba. While there are no reliable figures indicating how many Muslims 

observe daily prayers, we know that a great many do. References to the Ka
‘
ba throughout 

the Qurān, ḥadīth (sayings of the prophet), tafsīr (Qurānic exegesis), and qiṣaṣ al-anbiyā’ 

(stories of the prophets) establish the significant role it plays in the physical and 

cosmological orientation of Islam. A study of these references reveals three roles that the 

Ka‘ba plays in the theme of identity building and narrative adaptation The first is the role of 

the Ka‘ba as a spiritual nexus mirroring the eternal. The second is the role of the Ka‘ba as a 

spiritual tie through all generations. The third is the role of the Ka‘ba as a renewal of 

posterity and connection with God. 

 

Integration - Between Paganism and Worship of the One God 

 

 Before delving into the role of the Ka‘ba in the formation of an Islamic identity, the 

locality and physical structure of the Ka‘ba must be understood. In so addressing these 

issues, chronological irregularities that frequent the gap between the spiritual and the 

empirical are encountered. Various sources cite the building of the physical structure Ka‘ba 

over a wide variety of time periods. Based on ḥadīth and legends it is difficult to tell when 

an actual building marking the location of the Ka‘ba existed. These same sources indicate 

that the site itself was sacred and the focal point of devotion to God, Adam having built the 

original foundations.
1
 Abraham (Ibrāhīm) and his son Ishmael (Ismā

c
īl) uncovered these 

foundations and built four roof-less walls on them as their Ka‘ba. Outside of Islamic 

traditions there are several mentions of a holy building which could have been the Ka‘ba or 

a proto-Ka‘ba
2
 In the second century AD the Greek geographer Ptolemy recorded that there 

was a temple in Arabia. He called this temple the Macroba, related to the Ethiopian word 

mikrāb (temple).
3
 Tubb

‘
 As

‘
ad Abū Karib al-Ḥamyarī, a Yemeni Himyarite king that 



 

 

43 
Lights: The MESSA Journal 

converted to Judaism in the late fourth century, was supposedly the first to provide the 

shrine with a kiswa (a cloth covering) and a lock for its door.
4 

 

 The Ka‘ba was not the original proper name of the structure, rather it was a reference 

to its square shape – the Arabic root being k-
c
-b, one of the meanings being something cube 

shaped. All accounts agree that there was a temple in Mecca, which was inhabited by a 

number of idols. Within henotheistic Arabia litholatry held a special place, and the Ka‘ba 

was the regional hub of religious and economic activity. During the seventh century A.D., it 

was a much smaller building than what we see today. One account mentions that the Ka‘ba 

was accidentally burnt down, and rebuilt thereafter by Muhammad and his followers.
5
 The 

newly rebuilt building, while larger than its predecessor, would later be damaged, destroyed, 

and rebuilt and/or renovated many times due to wars, skirmishes, and natural disasters 

taking place in and around Mecca.
6 

 

 The nature of the building itself was a point of controversy within other religious 

communities following the death of the Prophet in 632 AD. Saint John of Damascus (645-

749 AD), one of the great Grecian theologians of his day, wrote the following in a polemic 

against Islam,  

 

They … assert that the [Black Stone] is Abraham’s… This stone that 

they talk about is a head of that Aphrodite whom they used to worship 

and whom they called Khabār. Even to the present day, traces of the 

carving are visible on it to careful observers.
7 

 

Another such claim was made by the Syrian Christian Bartholemew of Edessa, or the Monk 

of Edessa (birth and death dates unknown), who claimed that the Arabs were worshippers of 

a god named khamar.
8
This god has been linked to al-kubrā, which is a reference to 

Aphrodite and the morning star.
9
 While this link between khamar and al-kubrā is tenuous at 

best, it is nonetheless a second indicator that other neighboring religions viewed the Ka‘ba 

as a holdover from Arab paganism. Due to the fact that the Black Stone is now both broken 

and bound in a band of silver, it is impossible to verify the assertion that it still bears the 

markings from the pre-Islamic period. 

  

 In either case, both sides would agree that Mecca and the holy shrine it contained 

played very significant roles in pre-Islamic practice. As such, the economic significance of 

the pilgrimage routes to the sanctuary was a polarizing force among tribes in the Arabian 

Peninsula for generations prior to the Qurayshī dominion near the beginning of the seventh 

century.
10 11

  

 

Nor Canst Thou be a Follower of Their Qibla 

 

 Muhammad was the key political figure in establishing a socio-political community 

in addition to the spiritual interlocutor for God’s will among the umma. In the post-Hijra 

period, the umma was in a compromised position and depended on the amiability of their 

Medinan hosts, and this is reflected in the fact that many Medinan suras commanded the 

umma to make compromises and accommodations. One such accommodation was in the 

direction of prayer, which both the Muslims and Jews of Medina referred to as the qibla. For 

the first year and a half in Medina, Muslims were commanded to pray facing Jerusalem as 
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did the Jews of their time, who did so in obedience to Talmudic interpretation.
12

 During this 

time the Muslims prayed three times a day in concurrence with the Jewish prayers of šaḥarīt 

(morning prayer), minḥah (midday prayer), and ma
‘
rib (evening prayer).

13
 There are 

conflicting reports as to whether there was an established qibla prior to the hijra, and as to 

why the change took place. In any case, we know that many in the Jewish community were 

critics of Muhammad, and the change in the qibla was a source of controversy at the time.
14 

15
 Accompanying this change was the following revelation, “The foolish of the people will 

say: What hath turned them from the qibla which they formerly observed? Say: Unto God 

belong the East and the West. He guideth whom He will unto a straight path.”
16 

 

 Within Semitic religions, geographically oriented prayer is a feature that far 

preceded the advent of the Prophet Muhammad. In 1 Kings 8:44, the travelling Hebrew 

armies were enjoined to pray towards Jerusalem.
17

 During that time, the Ark of the 

Covenant held its place within the Holy of Holies in Solomon’s Temple. This is reflected in 

the verse itself, “…pray unto the Lord toward the city which Thou has chosen, and toward 

the house that I have built for Thy name,” (emphasis added). The Ark was significant insofar 

as it was the physical symbol of the covenant between God and His people and it contained 

the stones upon which the commandments were written by God and delivered Moses.
18 

 

 The location of the Ark of the Covenant has been a mystery since the Babylonians 

sacked Jerusalem. However, the Temple Mount continued to be a cosmically potent 

location, with or without the presence of a physical Temple. Given the intimate relationship 

claimed by Islam to the Semitic prophets, it is unsurprising that this attitude would also be 

present in their own cosmic orientation.  

 

 With as much as the umma had in common with their Jewish compatriots, protracted 

interaction would sooner or later lead to intermixture of traditions beyond those officially 

condoned by God’s Messenger. This led to the principle of mukhālafa, which basically 

entailed avoiding the appearance of acting like neighboring religions in order to better 

distinguish the Islamic faith.
19

 Instances of mukhālafa included banning Sabbath worship, 

changing the duration of fasts to allow eating and intercourse between sunset and sunrise, 

and making the call to prayer vocal as opposed to using a ram’s horn as the Jews did or 

striking a metal board like Christians. The change in the qibla was understood as a ‘test’* to 

see who would follow the Prophet’s lead and who would not.
20

  

 

 In terms of survival and expansion, relations with the Jews were of great importance 

in order to keep the number of adversarial tribes to a minimum as they lived in the refuge of 

Medina. However, bids to bring these Jewish Arabs into the umma were unsuccessful, and 

with that rebuff came an alteration of course. This reorientation played into the existing lines 

of pilgrimage and was effectively a move to court the Qureyshī tribes without endorsing 

their idolatry.
21

  

 

 Muhammad was eventually able to subdue enemy tribes and assert control over the 

site entirely. The Sura of Immunity gave the idolaters four months to conclude their business 

and leave Mecca.
 22

 Between their numbers and their newly established economic and 

                                                      
*
wa in kānat lakabīratan, the kabīratan indicting something unspecified and difficult, which most of the 

English renditions translate as “a difficult test.” 
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military hold on the area, the umma had effectively reclaimed their spiritual, political, and 

economic hold on the city.  

 

Islamization – Edifices, Offices, and Orthopraxis 

 

 The post-Hijra occupation of Mecca reinstated the power of the umma as well as 

their identity as the inheritors of Semitic revelation. Their direction of worship was 

solidified toward al-bayt al-ḥarām (the Sacred House, i.e. the Ka‘ba), which Muhammad 

had cleared of idols just as Abraham had so many years before. They venerated the same 

prophets as did the Jews, but turned themselves from the vestiges of the House which once 

held God’s Covenant. They observed pilgrimage to the Arabian temple which had been 

returned to gaving praise to The One God.   

 

 There remained however, many aspects with relation to pagan pilgrimage and Jewish 

practices that developed as part of the Muslim Ka‘ba. In keeping with tribal traditions 

practiced by previous keepers of Mecca, Muhammad delegated the responsibilities among 

the tribesmen for door keeping, providing food for pilgrims, etc. Many of these offices and 

their respective tribal holders persist to this day.
23

 As alluded to in the quote from John of 

Damascus, there are aspects of Islamic custom that may have been directly lifted from pagan 

litholatry. A specific example is the continued importance of the Black Stone. However, this 

respect for holy objects was not solely an attribute of polytheists, as earth and stone also 

played integral roles in facilitating obedience to and communication with the divine in the 

Judaism. In the Jewish Temple, the particular composition of altars, implements involved in 

sacrifice, and the Temple itself were dictated by revelation.
24

 Some practices, such as 

kissing the Black Stone, came directly from the Prophet’s actions and it is unknown if there 

are any precedents for it in pagan practice. Zaid bin Aslam, one of the Prophet’s 

Companions, is recorded to have said to the Stone, “You are just a stone that does not 

benefit or harm anyone, and if I had not seen the Prophet kissing you, I would have not done 

so.”
25 

Reverence for the Black Stone may have come from a number of places, but its role 

was clearly one of connecting the worshipper with their sacred heritage. 

 

 The Ḥaram, which encompasses the Ka‘ba and its surrounding area, is considered a 

place of God’s truce. This means that no tribal or personal feuds are allowed to extend 

within its boundaries. Additionally, within the enclave of the Ka‘ba is a place of refuge 

wherein fugitives can escape capture or persecution. In its early years, there was purportedly 

a handle on the Ka‘ba on which such refugees would cling, reminiscent of the horns on the 

Jewish Temple’s altar.
26 

The Ḥaram is also supposed to be free of bloodshed, regardless of 

any religious intent. This is in stark contrast to the Jewish Temple practices of ritual 

slaughter or pagan offerings of smearing blood on their idols housed within and without the 

Ka‘ba. This sanctuary was later extended to fixed punishments for those who hunt game in 

its vicinity, regardless of the intent being unrelated to worship. 

 

 The ṭawāf is the counter-clockwise circumambulation of the Ka‘ba, and the Qurān 

recognizes its practice by those unholy worshippers that preceded Muhammad, 

 

Lo! (the mountains) Al-Safa and Al-Marwa are among the indications 

of Allah (ša
c
ā’ir allah). It is therefore no sin for him who is on 

pilgrimage to the House (of Allah) or visiteth it, to go around them (as 
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the pagan custom is). And he who doeth good of his own accord, (for 

him) lo! Allah is Responsive, Aware. (2:158) 

 

This kind of circumambulation of a fixed locale was not unique to Islam, nor even to 

Semitic religions. Other religions throughout Asia and Europe also had such practices, such 

as the Hindu parikrama, Tibetan Buddhist korwa or pradakŝiṇā, and certain Christian 

reliquaries.
27 28

 Before the destruction of the Second Temple, Israelites would circle the altar 

once in the first six days of the Feast of the Booths and seven times on the seventh. Arabs of 

the Jahalī period performed similar circumambulations and prostrations before the Ka‘ba, 

and some would even did so in a state of undress, a sin which in Islamic times would be 

accounted as being fahishā’ (“a heinous sin”).
29

  

 

 For the believing Muslim, these remnants and mirrored practices are simply the 

reclamation of God’s religion from those who have changed it for their own purposes. 

Directly after God gave permission for the ṭawāf of the Ka‘ba, the following was revealed, 

 

Lo! Those who hide the proofs (al-bayyināt) and the guidance (al-

huda) which We revealed, after We had made it clear to mankind in the 

Scripture: such are accursed of Allah and accursed of those who have 

the power to curse. Except those who repent and amend and make 

manifest (the truth). These it is toward whom I relent. I am the 

Relenting, the Merciful. (2:159-160) 

 

Muhammad was sent to reclaim the world from error and idolatry, bringing them back to the 

message which was delivered by the mouths of prophets dating all the way back to Adam. 

The stories of the relation between these messengers and the Ka‘ba serve as ša
‘
ā’ir (signs) 

and bayyināt (manifestations) of the prophethood of Muhammad, who himself had a special 

relationship with the building.†  

 

The Prophetic Forefathers & Semitic Monotheistic Heritage – The Stories 

 

Adam and the Ka‘ba, both Temporal and Eternal 

 

 Establishing the primacy of any particular narrative within the qiṣaṣ al-anbiyā’ and 

ḥadīth is not as relevant to our inquiry as is the way in which they incorporate the cosmic 

connection between prophetic legacies. The first prophet of importance to understanding 

these legacies is Adam. According to the stories of the prophets, Adam’s stature while in the 

Garden of Eden was great, and he was able to hear the song of the heavenly hosts 

surrounding the throne of God. After the fall, his height was shortened and he was cut off 

from this song.
30

 After pleading for access to the higher spheres of being, God sent down a 

tent around which Adam was to perform ṭawāf, which mimicked the movement of the angels 

in Heaven.
31

 According to one narrative,  

 

Adam was gone that day, on his way to Mecca to look around. God said 

to Adam: “Adam, did you not know that I have a House on this earth?” 

                                                      
†
 The washing and calling of Muhammad as the Prophet began at the Ka‘ba where he was opened up either by 

angels or by Gabriel and washed clean of all idolatry, doubt, and fault.
33
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Adam said: “By God, no.” God said: “I have a House in Mecca, so go 

to it.” This he did, and was in turn promised that the site would be 

endowed with a special karāma (nobility or favor) and whose ḥurma 

(sanctity) would extend in all directions. It was to be the location of 

worship for his descendants.
32 

 

 The House in Mecca is the physical manifestation of al-bayt al-ma
c
mūr (the Much-

Frequented House), which is represented in each subsequent level of Heaven and Earth. The 

pinnacle of the House is circumambulated by the angels, of which 70,000 enter every day; 

however, it is never the same angel twice, as each angel can gain entrance to the House a 

single time. This is presumably due to the press of other angels seeking entrance.
34

 Inside 

this structure is the Throne of God. It is believed that if this Heavenly Ka‘ba to come down 

out of Heaven to rest on Earth, it would descend directly onto its terrestrial counterpart, 

making it “the focus of the earth and center of the world,” (bu’arat al-arḍ wa markaz al-

dunyā, بؤرة االرض ومركز الدنيا).
35 

 

 The descendants of Adam built a structure on the site where God set up a tent for for 

Adam when he was made in the Garden. The Black Stone within the Ka’ba was originally 

white jacinth from Paradise given to Adam.
36

 The Black Stone is believed to signify God’s 

covenant with mankind. On the last days, there is prophetic tradition that indicates the stone 

will be given a tongue to bear witness against the wickedness of men.
37

 Some traditions say 

that within the Black Stone there is a physical document which records all of the actions of 

mankind as time goes. While it is a record that will only be revealed at judgment day, the 

fact that it is a record not written by man that is kept within a holy edifice bears a strong 

parallel to the Commandments, which Moses placed within Ark of the Covenant. The Ark in 

turn was placed within the Holy of Holies in the Temple.  

 

 The first Ka‘ba made by Adam’s children was either washed away in the flood and 

the Black Stone guarded by the angels in the hill Abū Qubays, or both the building and the 

Stone were untouched and later circumambulated by Noah’s ark for forty days.
38

  “The 

[Ark] … reached the Sanctuary at Mecca. It did not enter but circled the Sanctuary for a 

week. Then the House built by Adam was lifted up, lifted out of the water, the Inhabited 

House (al-bayt al-ma
c
mur) and the Black Stone, onto Mount Abū Qubays.”

39 

 

Abraham & the Ka‘ba 

 

Remember we made the House a place of assembly for men and a place 

of safety; and take ye the place of Abraham as a place of prayer; and we 

covenanted (
c
ahidnā) with Abraham and Ishmael, that they should 

sanctify my House for those who compass it round (al-ṭā’ifīn), or use it 

as a retreat (al-
c
ākifīn), or bow (al-rikka

c
), or prostrate themselves (al-

sujūd). (Quran 2:125) 

 

 The next prophet with an important relationship to the Ka‘ba is Abraham. Abraham 

is attributed to have built the structure of the Ka‘ba that demarcated the physical boundaries 

of the Ḥarām up to the time of Muhammad. His story ties the most directly with 

Muhammad’s message. In turn, Muhammad is linked to the heritage of all other previous 

prophets. 
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 Of the three lies that Abraham said in his life, two of them were connected to 

fulfilling the command of God in attempting to turn away his family and people from false 

gods.
40

  The first lie that Abraham told was when he feigned illness and snuck into the 

building in which the idols were stored to destroy all but one with an axe.
41

 When asked 

what happened, he claimed that the remaining idol, upon which was hung the offending axe, 

was the author of the carnage.  

 

 When Abraham made his way to the region of Mecca, he was married to both Sarah 

and Hagar, the latter having borne him Ishmael. Following the commandment of God, 

Abraham left Hagar and Ishmael in Mecca for a time. Ibn 
‘
Abbas narrated that after a 

preordained amount of time, 

 

Then Abraham stayed away from them for a period as long as Allah 

wished, and called on them afterwards. He saw Ishmael under a tree 

near [the] Zamzam, sharpening his arrows. When he saw Abraham, he 

rose up to welcome him (and they greeted each other as a father does 

with his son or a son does with his father). Abraham said, “O Ishmael! 

Allah has given me an order.” Ishmael said, “Do what your Lord has 

ordered you to do.” Abraham asked, “Will you help me?” Ishmael 

said, “I will help you.” Abraham said, “God has ordered me to 

build a house here,” pointing to a hillock higher than the land 

surrounding it." The Prophet added, "Then they raised the foundations 

of the House (i.e. the Ka‘ba). Ishmael brought the stones and Abraham 

was building, and when the walls became high, Ishmael brought this 

stone and put it for Abraham who stood over it and carried on building, 

while Ishmael was handing him the stones, and both of them were 

saying, “O our Lord! Accept (this service) from us, Verily, You are the 

All-Hearing, the All-Knowing.”
42 

 

Some stories purport that Abraham was led to the spot where the Ka‘ba was to be built in 

the shadow of the khujuj, a wind with two heads like a snake.
43 

The stones for the building 

were taken from several holy mountains from various regions of the Middle East, and 

Gabriel delivered the Black Stone to Abraham after as it had been hidden away from the 

Flood during Noah’s time.  

  

 As God intended, the actions of Abraham and Ishmael would have resounding 

impact on those believers that would follow them. The Quran states, 

 

And when We made the House (at Mecca) a resort for mankind and 

sanctuary, (saying): Take as your place of worship the place where 

Abraham stood (to pray). And We imposed a duty upon (
c
ahidnā illa) 

Abraham and Ishmael, (saying): Purify My House for those who go 

around (al-ṭā’ifīn) and those who meditate therein and those who bow 

down and prostrate themselves (in worship). (2:125) 

 

To this day, when pilgrims reach the Maqām Ibrāhīm (place of Abraham) they are to 

perform two ra
‘
kas (prayers with prostration) in the manner of that great prophet. While 
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Islam hails to Ishmael and Judaism and Christianity to Isaac as heir to the promises of 

Abraham, they all hail to Abraham. When the religion of Abraham is mentioned within the 

Qurān, it specifically identifies him as not being of being a Jew (yahūdiyan) or a Christian 

(naṣrāniyan), but calls him a pure submitter or upright man (ḥanīfan musliman).
44

 This 

holiness was one of the reasons that it is Abraham that consistently guides those who are 

brought to the seventh level of Heaven. During the Night Journey, the Prophet saw Abraham 

resting against al-bayt al-ma
c
mūr.

45
 ‡ 

 

 Regardless of the irregularities in certain aspects of Abraham’s story, the main points 

hold an important place in the supporting metanarrative of Islam as the continuation of 

revealed religion. Multiple prophets prior to Abraham were commanded to perform the 

ṭawāf of the Ka‘ba, and Abraham, who held a place of importance even among certain pagan 

considerations.§ 

 

From Abraham to the Jesus – a shift in focus 

 

 Between generations of prophets there are a few mentions of the Ka‘ba but none that 

are very significant. In general, the stories of the prophets follow in tandem with the Torah 

and the Bible, but there are points of difference that highlight the Islamic nature of their 

prophetic calling. One prophet with a clear reference to the Ka‘ba is Dhū al-Kifl, frequently 

identified with the biblical counterpart Ezekiel. In the Islamic tradition, Dhū ‘l-Kifl 

converted the king and people in Mecca and “dressed the Ka‘ba,” presumably with a kiswa 

(a special veil that covers much of the building).
46 

 

 The spiritual nexus for these generations between Abraham and Muhammad was the 

First and Second Temples. The first Temple housed the Ark of the Covenant within the Holy 

of Holies, and the second had a raised portion of ground as a placeholder for the missing 

relic. Far from dispelling the importance of these buildings, Islamic writings treat them in 

their context with reverence and use similar terminology in describing them as they do the 

Ka‘ba. In the Qurān, the Ka‘ba is referred to as the Ka‘ba,the House** (al-bayt), the Sacred 

House (al-bayt al-ḥarām),
 
or ‘the Ancient House’ (al-bayt al-

c
atīq).

48
 
49

 These names all 

bear an immense similarity to the terminology used to describe the Hebrew Temple in the 

Torah. The terms used in the Torah include “House of the Lord,”
50

 “House of prayer,”
51 

and 

“My House,”
52

., all of which use iterations of the Hebrew word bet, sharing the same 

Semitic roots as the Arabic bayt. The language used in the Qurān and by those who narrated 
                                                      
‡
 “Gabriel then ascended with me to the seventh heaven and requested that it be opened. It was said: 'Who are 

you?' He responded: 'Gabriel'. It was then said: 'Who is with you?' He responded: 'Muhammad'. It was then 

said: 'Has revelation been sent to him?' He responded: 'Revelation has been sent to him'. It was then opened for 

us and there I was with Abraham who was leaning against the bayt al-ma`mur into which enter seventy 

thousand angels each day never to return.” 

 
§
 “Narrated Ibn 

c
Abbās:  "When the Prophet saw pictures in the Ka‘ba, he did not enter it till he ordered them 

to be erased. When he saw the pictures of Abraham and Ishmael carrying the arrows of divination, he said, 

‘May Allah curse them (i.e. the Quraysh, [who had thought to include these pictures inside of their most sacred 

sanctuary])! By Allah, neither Abraham nor Ishmael practiced divination by arrows.’”
47

 (bracketed information 

added)  

 
**

 While the Arabic script lacks the dichotomy of upper and lower case letters to distinguish noun classes, these 

specific references to al-bayt can be understood as having this kind of distinction in meaning.  
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the stories of the prophets to describe the Ka‘ba and the Temple carry potent cosmological 

conceptions of physical space. By connection, all those who come into contact with these 

views were affected by it. This cosmologically potent language was a way to communicate 

familiar spiritual cores and assert that those spiritual cores were Islam’s own. This served as 

an important proselytizing force used by Islam among Jews and Christians within the 

Arabian tribes. 

 

The Hebrew Temple in the Qurān – Semiotics 

 

 The Islamic story of Zechariah (Zakariyā) is narrated in the Qurān in Sūrat Marīam. 

The beginning of the sura is devoted to narrating the stories of Zechariah, his son John, 

Mary mother of Jesus, and the affirmation of Jesus’ role as a prophet. Of the individuals 

mentioned in the Qurān most are also featured prominently in the New Testament. However, 

some connections are made that don’t exist within Christian tradition.  Examples of this are 

Zechariah’s guardianship of Mary, who was born with the express purpose of serving God: 

 

And her Lord accepted [Mary, mother of Jesus] with full acceptance 

and vouchsafed to her a goodly growth; and made Zachariah her 

guardian. Whenever Zachariah went into the sanctuary (al-miḥrāb, i.e. 

the Hebrew Temple) where she was, he found that she had food. He 

said: O Mary! Whence cometh unto thee this (food)? She answered: It 

is from Allah. Allah giveth without stint to whom He will. (3:36-37) 

 

Zechariah and his wife Elizabeth were old and without children, much akin to their 

forbearers, Abraham and Sarah. While Zechariah was in the temple praying to God for an 

heir, he was approached by an angel who informed him that his wife would indeed conceive, 

and that the boy’s name was to be Yaḥyā (John). Despite the miraculous answer to his 

prayer and being reminded that God created Zechariah and all mankind when they were 

nothing, Zechariah was incredulous and asked for a miracle. As a sign of this miracle, he 

was commanded not to speak for three days and nights.  

 

 While the superstructure of this story is undoubtedly familiar to both Christians and 

Muslims alike, there is one specific part of this narrative that gives it special place in our 

approach to the spiritual heritage of Islam. The place where this interchange took place was 

inside of the Second Temple, which was constructed around 516 BC and destroyed in 70 

AD. The specific functions of the Jewish temple had many ritual components that were laid 

out at length in much of the Pentateuch. Zechariah, a descendant of Hārūn (Aaron, brother 

of Moses), was a priest and exercised his responsibilities adjacent to the Holy of Holies, the 

inner sanctum of the temple wherein none were allowed to go.  

 

 The words used in the Qurān for this situation differ from those in other contexts; the 

Qurānic story tells that Zechariah exited to his people min al-miḥrāb (from the miḥrāb), 

which was the same place that Marīam occupied while under his care.
53

 The miḥrāb in a 

masjid or jāmi
‘
 (a small or large mosque, respectively) is an alcove built into the wall that 

indicates the qibla, or direction in which one must pray in order to face Mecca. During times 

of led prayer, the imam will face the congregants and guide them through the prayers. While 

it would be inappropriate for someone else to be inside the miḥrāb (and therefore behind the 
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imam, which literally means ‘up front’) during the prayers, there are no other inhibitions that 

exist with respect to physical proximity.  

 

 The meaning of miḥrāb almost exclusively means this prayer niche, and similarly the 

term for Holy of Holies is quds al-āqdās. The various interpretations of the Qurān into 

English have miḥrāb meaning “the Chamber,” “the sanctuary,” “place of worship,” or 

simply as “al-miḥrāb.”
54

 From existing sources, the word is the Arabic derivation with the 

root being ḥ-r-b, indicating some kind of struggle (for greater explication, see “Miḥrāb”).
55

 

In pre-Islamic literature, which context most readily lent itself to the Prophet’s words, the 

word would have indicated something between ‘a small throne-recess,’ ‘palace,’ ‘between 

two columns,’ or ‘a burial place.’ The practice of building miḥrābs is connected to Christian 

churches, Jewish synagogues post-200 AD, and Semitic polytheistic practices. In the first 

mosque, the minbar upon which the Prophet would sit was situated next to the qibla, and 

when he died, he was buried in the room adjoining the qibla. While Islamic architecture did 

not use such standardized terminologies until the patronage of the Umayyad dynasty and 

beyond, it is nonetheless significant that more precise architectural and spiritual terminology 

was not used; namely, the place where Gabriel visited Zechariah in the Temple was the Holy 

of Holies, quds al-aqdās. This location has a very specific purpose in Jewish Temple 

worship, and using this term would have placed him in that context. However, by placing 

Zechariah at the miḥrāb, which almost exclusively refers to a prayer niche, Zechariah is not 

explicitly presented as a Jew performing Jewish ordinances, but rather a hanīfan musliman, 

like Abraham. 

 

 In addition to the usage of al-miḥrāb, there is the matter of the Temple itself. During 

the Prophet’s Night Journey on laylat al-qadr, he was brought from the Masjid al-Ḥarām in 

Mecca to the furthest mosque (al-aqṣā), which is generally believed to be in Jerusalem. 

There he was shown signs of God’s power, including the promises of destruction given to 

the Jews were they to continue rejecting His messengers. One of these signs was the 

destruction of the Second Temple by the Romans. At that time, neither the Masjid al-Ḥarām 

nor Masjid al-Aqṣā were home to physical mosques, but were still holy places, and the 

Masjid al-Ḥarām is mentioned many times in both Meccan and Medinan Sūras. In Mecca, it 

is regarded as home to the Ka‘ba, the Maqām Ibrāhīm, and the Zamzam. While in Jerusalem 

it is home to the Temple Mount. Concerning the Temple’s destruction, the Qurān reads, 

“…when the second promise came, (we permitted your enemies) to disfigure your faces and 

to enter your temple (al-masjid) as they entered it the first time, and to lay waste all that they 

conquered with an utter wasting.”
56

 Generally speaking, there are three words that are used 

to denote ‘temple’ or ‘place of worship’ in Arabic – the first is mu
‘
bad, an Arabic word with 

the root 
c
-b-d having to do with servitude. The second is haykl (hekhal in Hebrew), which is 

a much older word borrowed from Sumerian.
57

 The third, which only appeared as late as the 

fifth century, is masjid, which is from the Arabic root s-j-d (which in turn was borrowed 

from Aramaic), having to do with prostration, and masjid literally meaning ‘place of 

(worshipful) prostration.’
58

 Its usage encompassed structures of all known sects in the 

Meccan era and even carried over into the literature of subsequent generations of 

scholarship.  

 

 Akin to the miḥrāb, the full extent of the masjid in Islamic culture had yet to fully 

cement itself as the Islamic faith and architectural achievements progressed through the 

centuries. Its usage in the context of the Hebrew Temple as well as the reference to the 
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Temple Mount as Masjid al-Aqṣā, are both means of coopting the Jewish spiritual meaning 

and bond to the structure. It is fully consistent with the message of recapturing the message 

that was corrupted and recalling the promises that were broken.††  

 

 The most crucial points of the Prophet’s ministry was to demonstrate that his call 

was the same that came from God to Noah, Abraham, Moses, and Jesus. Additionally, that 

the traditions of the Jews and the Christians were in fact erroneous outgrowths of what was 

originally provided in the scriptures given through those prophets that preceded Muhammad. 

Even the terms for these scriptures, the Torah and the Christian Gospels, are only 

infrequently referred to as the Torah (al-tūrāa) and the Gospel (al-injīl), and more often as 

al-kitāb, which is usually a reference to The Book, meaning the Qurān. When Mary was told 

of what Jesus would be taught, the angel Gabriel said, “And He (God) will teach him The 

Book, the Wisdom, the Law (the Torah), and the Gospel,” (wa yu
c
allimuh al-kitāb wa al- 

ḥikma wa al-tūrāa wa al-injīl,  َنِجيل .(َويَُعلُِّمهُ اْلِكتَاَب َواْلِحْكَمةَ َوالتَّْوَراةَ َواْْلِ
59

 Other references to 

previous scripture include “the word of God” (kalām allah),
60

 “what was sent down” (mā 

unzila),
61

 and other words that don’t make direct reference to official Jewish or Christian 

canon. 

 

CONCLUSION - What’s ours is ours, and what’s yours is ours 

 

Lo! the first Sanctuary appointed for mankind was that at Becca 

(Mecca), a blessed place, a guidance to the peoples; Wherein are plain 

memorials (of Allah's guidance); the place where Abraham stood up to 

pray; and whosoever entereth it is safe. And pilgrimage to the House is 

a duty unto Allah for mankind, for him who can find a way thither. As 

for him who disbelieveth, (let him know that) lo! Allah is Independent 

of (all) creatures. 

Say: O People of the Scripture! Why disbelieve ye in the revelations of 

Allah, when Allah (Himself) is Witness of what ye do? 

Say: O People of the Scripture! Why drive ye back believers from the 

way of Allah, seeking to make it crooked, when ye are witnesses (to 

Allah's guidance)? Allah is not unaware of what ye do. 

O ye who believe! If ye obey a party of those who have received the 

Scripture they will make you disbelievers after your belief. (3:97-100) 

 

 As we have seen in stories of the prophets starting with Adam, the Ka‘ba, whether in 

its physical manifestation or as a spiritual placeholder for its celestial counterpart, al-bayt al-

ma
‘
mūr, is the cosmically significant House of God in the Islamic conception of space. 

Unlike the Hebrew Temples, it has no need of priests as the expiatory functions can be 

                                                      
††

  “These were the men to whom We gave the Book, and wisdom (al-ḥ ukm), and prophecy (al-nubūa): if 

these (their descendants) reject them, Behold! We shall entrust their charge to a new people who reject them 

not.  

“No just estimate of Allah do they make when they say: "Nothing doth Allah send down to man (by way of 

revelation)" Say: "Who then sent down the Book which Moses brought?- a light and guidance to man: But ye 

make it into (separate) sheets for show, while ye conceal much (of its contents): therein were ye taught that 

which ye knew not- neither ye nor your fathers." Say: "Allah (sent it down)": Then leave them to plunge in 

vain discourse and trifling.” 6:89-90. 
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carried out by individual practitioners. The ṭawāf and accompanying actions and prayers are 

the ceremony, and the Ka‘ba is its locus, and is a proxy for the Throne of God through the 

seven worlds and seven heavens. It is in effect God’s khalīfa (deputy) on Earth, khalīfa 

being the exegetically potent term also applied to the relationship of those leaders who led 

the umma after the passing of Muhammad.
62

 This term serves to reinforce the concept of 

fulfilling required roles that belong to another person or place that must be reallocated due to 

replacement of or separation from the original.
63

  

 

 The ultimate importance of Abraham being a ḥanīfan musliman rather than a Jew or 

a Christian,‡‡ Zechariah coming from the miḥrāb and not quds al-āqdās, and that the Temple 

was masjid and not haykl, is in essence the rebranding, or ‘brand-retrieval’ as the case may 

be, of actors and an edifice given sacred meaning to Judaism and Christianity. For a time the 

significance of the sanctuary that kept the Ark of the Covenant held precedence and guided 

the believers through their worship. However, it was not the first, nor the permanent axis 

mundi upon which God wished His believers to center themselves. The First Temple was 

built by Solomon and the Second was authorized by the Persian Emperor Cyrus, but the 

Ka‘ba is “the ancient house” that God commanded to be built by the prophet Abraham.
64

 By 

establishing the Ka‘ba as the primordial center of worship, integrating it into the story of the 

prophets, and then changing the qibla from the Temple in Jerusalem to the Ka‘ba, worship 

was symbolically restored from the axis observed by the prophets from Moses to Jesus – 

which had eventually become corrupted – back to the pure source of Adam and Abraham, 

highlighting the great importance that Muhammad played on the cosmic stage. 

  

                                                      
‡‡

 “Or say ye that Abraham, and Ishmael, and Isaac, and Jacob, and the tribes were Jews or Christians? Say: Do 

ye know best, or doth Allah? And who is more unjust than he who hideth a testimony which he hath received 

from Allah? Allah is not unaware of what ye do. 

“Those are a people who have passed away; theirs is that which they earned and yours that which ye earn. And 

ye will not be asked of what they used to do.” 2:140-141. 
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