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Chapter  10
------- -----------

The  Great  Mosq ue  and  Its  Ka c ba  as  
an  Islami c  Temple  Comp lex  

in  Light  of  Lund quis t 's  Typolo gy  of  
Ancien t  Near  Easte rn  Templ es

Gaye Strathearn and Brian M. Hauglid

Ancient Near Eastern civilizations, such as Sumeria, 
Babylon, Assyria, Egypt, and Israel, were diverse cultural 
entities that have each made a unique contribution to the 
development of Western civilization. Yet along with their 
diversity and uniqueness, we find significant points of cul-
tural contact and overlap. One such element is the impor-
tance each placed on its temple complexes. These com-
plexes provided both religious and social structure for the 
surrounding communities. Although each temple complex 
incorporated singular features, John Lundquist has listed 
nineteen features shared by temples throughout the an-
cient Near East.1 Lundquist's typology highlights "extra-
ordinary cultural, historical and religious continuity" in 
areas that are otherwise plagued by "extraordinary cultural 
disruptions."2 This methodology has its limitations, espe-
cially when we consider that the typology represents an 
academic construction rather than any single reality. Even 
if one acknowledges the limitations, such a typology has 
considerable value, especially given the comparatively few 
archaeological and textual remains of temples from the 



ancient world. The typology provides a standard by which 
we can evaluate the available material. Using it as a mea-
suring stick, we can then see parallels between ancient 
Near Eastern temple complexes and other institutions that 
might otherwise have been overlooked.

One such possible parallel occurs with the Great 
Mosque of Mecca and its Ka'ba, although the same com-
parisons cannot be drawn for all Islamic mosques. The 
Ka'ba, as we shall see, sets the Great Mosque apart from 
other mosques. Even in pre-Islamic times the Kacba was a 
sacred site and was considered to be "the sacred House of 
Allah."3 With the rise of Islam, the Ka'ba continued to 
make its surrounding area sacred, especially since Muham-
mad cleansed it of what he considered pagan idols (with 
the exception of the images of Jesus and Mary). Since that 
time the Ka'ba has played a central role in the religious life 
of Muslims around the world. As such, scholars have com-
pared its functional similarities to the Jewish temple in 
Jerusalem.4 In at least one tradition Solomon compares his 
temple to the Ka'ba when he prays, "My God and Master, 
thou hast clad me with the garments of prophethood and 
hast given me great dominion. I ask thee to give me in 
building thy holy house what thou gavest Abraham thy 
friend in building the Kaaba."5

Heribert Busse believes that three main similarities ex-
ist between the Jewish temple and the Ka'ba. First, the 
temple and the Kacba have a common foundation in 
Semitic religion. Second, after the destruction of the Jewish 
temple in Jerusalem, two successors arose: the Christian 
Church of the Holy Sepulchre and the Muslim Haram al- 
Sharif (which occupies the site previously occupied by the 
temple). Busse further argues that "Jewish traditions con-
cerning the Temple were transferred to the Haram al-



Figure 9. Every year during the month of pilgrimage to the Great 
Mosque of Mecca, tens of millions of devout Muslims circumambulate 
the Kata counterclockwise in a ritual that emphasizes its central im-
portance to their faith.

Sharif: part of them came directly from the Temple, part of 
them via the Church of the Holy Sepulchre."6 Third, a 
transfer of traditions occurred "from the Temple to the 
[Ka'ba] via [the] Haram al-Sharif (or the Church of the 
Holy Sepulchre) in order to make the [Kacba] a sanctuary 
equal to the Temple or even superior to it."7 In his article 
Busse concentrates on his second and third points, but we 
will, through Lundquist's typology, focus more on Busse's 
first point: that the temple and the Kacba have a common



Semitic origin. We will first give a brief overview and de-
scription of the Great Mosque and its Kacba and will then 
show, on a point-by-point basis, how those structures par-
allel typologically the temple complexes of the ancient 
Near East.

The Great Mosque and Its Kacba
The Great Mosque stands today as the holy center of 

Islam (see fig. 9). Ever since the prophet Muhammad deliv-
ered God's command, "From whatsoever place thou is- 
suest, turn thy face towards the Holy Mosque" (sura 
2:144),8 untold millions from all continents have prostrated 
themselves five times a day toward this magnetic center. 
The Mosque is also known as Bait Allah (House of God),9 
which is synonymous in the ancient Near East with the 
word temple.

The central edifice of the Great Mosque is the Kacba 
(see fig. 10). The word ka'ba is Arabic for "any square [or 
cubic] house, or chamber, or the like,"10 and thus the Kacba 
derives its name from the appearance of the building. A. J. 
Wensinck described it as being

built of layers of the grey stone produced by the hills sur-
rounding Mecca. It stands on a marble base 10 inches 
high. . . . The four walls of the Ka'ba are covered with a 
black curtain (kiswa) which reaches to the ground and is 
fastened there with copper rings.... At two-thirds of its 
height a gold embroidered band (hizam) runs round, 
which is covered with verses from the Kur’an in fine 
calligraphy.11

Zahra Freeth and H. Winstone refer to the Kacba as 
"Islam's holy of holies."12 Of central importance to the 
Kacba is the Black Stone (al-Hajar al-Aswad) embedded in the 
eastern comer; this the pilgrims touch as they participate in



Figure 10. This fifteenth-century tourist map depicts the most impor-
tant elements of the Great Mosque; the square outer walls enclose the 
courtyard where the black rectangular Kacba stands in the center, with 
the black stone in its eastern corner at the lower left and near the small 
door. Unlike most temples, the corners, rather than the sides, are ori-
ented to the compass directions.

their ritual circumambulations (tawdf) of the Ka'ba. Among 
the traditions associated with this stone is one that says it 
was originally an angel whose duty it was to prevent 
Adam from partaking of the forbidden fruit, but "at the 
crucial moment, the angel had not paid attention, not 



thinking that Adam would ever really sin."13 As punish-
ment for his lapse of concentration, the angel was changed 
"into a white stone, [which was] destined to be placed in 
the wall of the Kacba at Mecca until Judgment Day."14 
Although the stone was originally white, over time it has 
turned black "because it rubs off the impurities from the 
souls of the pilgrims when they simply touch it."15 A simi-
lar tradition says that the stone represents "'the right hand 
of God upon earth,' [which during the resurrection] will 
have two eyes to see, and a tongue to speak and give testi-
mony on behalf of those who have kissed it in the sincerity 
of their hearts."16 The stone is thus one of the important 
elements that contributes to the sacredness of the Kacba. 
Other elements will be identified as we work through the 
typology.

The Great Mosque, Its Kacba, and 
Lundquist's Typology

Our research identifies at least thirteen points of corre-
lation between the Great Mosque, the Kacba, and Lund-
quist's typology.17 While each of these points individually 
may be passed off as coincidence, collectively they illumi-
nate a significant pattern. The Great Mosque and its Kacba 
are steeped in symbols and traditions intimately connected 
with ancient Near Eastern temple complexes. Just as those 
temple complexes provided a centralized unifying force for 
their communities, so too the Great Mosque provides a 
similar function for an ever-growing international commu-
nity of Muslims. In order to highlight the temple function 
of the Great Mosque and its Kacba, we will identify the thir-
teen points of correspondence with Lundquist's typology 
and discuss each in terms of Islamic tradition.



1. "The temple is the architectural embodiment of the 
cosmic mountain."18

Throughout the ancient Near East, mountains were as-
sociated with sacred space. The cosmic mountain can be 
either a natural mountain, as was the case with Mount 
Sinai,19 or a symbolic representation, as was the case with 
the pyramids of Egypt and the ziggurats of Mesopotamia 
(see fig. 12, p. 307). In the Qur’an the House or the sacred 
precinct is associated with a mountain:

By the Mount20
and a Book inscribed
in a parchment unrolled, 
by the House inhabited 
and the roof uplifted 
and the sea swarming, 
surely thy Lord's chastisement is about to fall;
there is none to avert it. (sura 52:1-8)

Mecca is situated between two mountains and is con-
sidered to be inseparably connected to them.21 In addition, 
three aspects of the Ka<ba are associated with mountain 
symbolism. First, Islamic tradition identifies the place 
where Abraham built the Kacba as either a "small, brown 
hill" or a "round, red hill."22 An account from eastern 
Turkey records that before the flood "Gabriel raised up the 
Well-appointed House and gave it a place in the fourth 
sphere of heaven." In its place Gabriel "brought a moun-
tain of the same dimensions as that house and set it down 
in the place of the Well-appointed House" where it re-
mained until the time of Abraham. When Abraham was 
commanded to build the Kacba "the mountain moved from 
its place and Gabriel said: 'Build it there!'"23

Second, tradition has Abraham building the Kacba from 
rocks taken from five mountains: "Mount Sinai, the Mount 



of Olives, Mount Hira, Mount Libanon and Mount Judi."24 
Third, tradition places the Kacba opposite the polar star, 
which is the highest point in the heavens. Al-Kisa’i writes 
the following: "Tradition says: the polestar proves that 
the Kacba is the highest situated territory; for it lies over 
against the centre of heaven."25 The Kacba, therefore, in 
Islamic tradition has important ties to the cosmic mountain 
of Lundquist's typology.

2. "The cosmic mountain represents the primordial 
hillock, the place which first emerged from the waters 
that covered the earth during the creative process."26

Wensinck explains that Islamic tradition initially asso-
ciated the primordial hillock with Jerusalem.27 However, 
the site of the primordial hillock was transferred to Mecca 
when the Jewish tribes of Medina rejected Muhammad, 
and the qibla (direction of prayer) was changed from 
Jerusalem to Mecca. Thus Mecca becomes the first land to 
appear out of the waters of chaos. The creation began by 
stretching out the earth around this center. "The first land 
to appear upon the face of the water was Mecca. Then God 
unfolded the earth out from under it."28 In a more detailed 
description, Yaqut writes, "The first land which God cre-
ated on the earth is the place of Mecca. Then God unrolled 
the land from under the earth. [This place] is the navel of 
the earth, the middle of the world and the mother of cities, 
for it has the Ka'ba. A wall surrounds Mecca, and Mecca is 
surrounded by the sacred precinct, and the sacred precinct 
is surrounded by the world."29 Thus the Qur’an refers to 
Mecca as the "Mother of Cities" (sura 42:7), and Muslims 
view Mecca and its Kacba as the center of the world, with 
all things radiating from them.30



3. "The temple is often associated with the waters of life 
which flow forth from a spring within the building 
itself."31

Tabari taught that before heaven and earth were cre-
ated, the Ka'ba was upon the waters.32 Today the waters of 
life flow from a sacred well in the southeast of the Kacba in 
the Great Mosque known as the Zamzam or the "Well of 
Ishmael." The shaft of the well is approximately "130 feet 
in depth" and "possesses the miraculous property that its 
level will never fall,"33 regardless of how much water the 
pilgrims to the Kacba use. Islamic tradition associates this 
well with the biblical story of Abraham and Hagar. When 
Hagar and her son Ishmael were cast out by Abraham, they 
became desperate for water after their small supply was 
spent. Hagar went in search of water. After going back and 
forth between Safa and Marwa seven times, the Zamzam 
well miraculously appeared. One tradition says that water 
gushed out after Ishmael dug the earth with his finger,34 
while another tradition indicates that Gabriel uncovered 
the water source.35 Ignaz Goldziher says that long before 
the advent of Islam, the Persians "claim to have made pil-
grimages to this holy spring in honour of Abraham."36 
Today, pilgrims to the area view the water as having spe-
cial health-giving powers. They drink the water and "take 
it home with them to give to the sick."37

4. "The temple is built on separate, sacral, set-apart 
space."38

Islamic traditions emphasize the sacred nature of both 
the origin and the earthly location of the Ka'ba. There are 
two traditions about its origin—according to one tradition 
the Ka'ba originated in heaven; after Adam's expulsion 
God caused "the House in Mecca to descend."39 In yet 



another tradition God commanded Adam "to build a 
house to resemble the Visited House."40 Likewise, after the 
flood41 Abraham was commanded to rebuild the Kacba. It 
is the latter of these two traditions that is important for this 
point in Lundquist's typology.

Steven Holloway says that "in the ancient Near East, 
when God commands a human being to construct a build-
ing, that building is a temple."42 These traditions about 
Adam and Abraham certainly meet Holloway's criteria.

Furthermore, Mircea Eliade makes it clear that humans 
do not choose sacred ground. Rather, it is transformed from 
the profane through either "a dazzling hierophany, or the 
principles of cosmology ... or by a 'sign' expressing a 
hierophany."43 There are a number of traditions where this 
principle is observed in God's command to Abraham to 
build the Ka'ba. We have noted above the removal of a 
mountain to provide a place for the building. Other tradi-
tions say that when given the command to build, Abraham 
was stymied because he did not know the dimensions. 
God, therefore, provided a visible sign to give Abraham the 
needed dimensions. One version says that God "sent a 
cloud the size of the Kaaba and told him to dig foundations 
not to exceed the size of the cloud,"44 while another says 
that "a snake came and curled up on the spot" and that 
"Abraham built the Kacba according to the dimensions of 
the snake."45 Thus the Kacba qualifies as sacred ground be-
cause its location was determined by a "dramatic irruption 
of the sacred."46

5. "The temple is oriented toward the four world regions 
or cardinal directions, and to various celestial bodies 
such as the polar star."47

We have already noted one detail relevant to this point: 
the tradition that places the Kacba opposite the polar star. 



The oblong nature of the present Ka'ba means that it is 
much more difficult to establish that it is oriented to-
ward the four world regions or cardinal directions. A. J. 
Wensinck argues that "four lines drawn from the centre 
through the four corners . . . would roughly indicate the 
four points of the compass."48 Perhaps more definitive evi-
dence for this point of the typology is that earlier structures 
were much more closely aligned to the cardinal directions. 
For example, although the front of the present Kacba with 
the door in it faces the northeast, one hadith relates 
Muhammad as saying, "Were your nation not close to the 
Pre-Islamic Period of Ignorance, I would have had the 
Kacba demolished and would have included in it the 
portion which had been left, and would have made it at a 
level with the ground and would have made two doors for it, 
one towards the east and the other towards the west, and then by 
doing this it would have been built on the foundations laid by 
Abraham. "49 According to this hadith, the foundations of 
Abraham were much more closely aligned to the cardinal 
directions than the present Kacba indicates. Thadabi also 
taught that the Ka'ba that God brought down from heaven 
for Adam had two doors, one on the east and another on 
the west.50

Lundquist points out that the cosmic orientation can 
thus be used as "an astronomical observatory, the main 
purpose of which is to assist the temple priests in regulat-
ing the ritual calendar."51 The Islamic calendar follows a lu-
nar cycle. The time of the yearly hajj (the major pilgrimage 
to the Kacba) is determined by the phases of the moon and 
rotates throughout the seasons of the year.52 In addition, 
this cosmic orientation reflects the idea that the earthly 
temple is a copy or counterpart of a heavenly model. F. E. 
Peters confirms the traditional Islamic claims that God 
built the original Kacba for Adam on the plan of his own 



residence in heaven.53 We shall return to this concept in 
point seven.

6. "Temples, in their architectonic orientation, express the 
idea of a successive ascension toward heaven."54

The Mesopotamian ziggurat is probably the best ex-
ample of a structure with an architectonic orientation por-
traying the idea of successive ascension to heaven. It was 
constructed with varying numbers of levels—usually three, 
five, or seven. The upper level was reached by a monu-
mental staircase. The worshipers ascended the staircase, 
and deity descended from heaven to meet them.55 The 
place of the meeting between the two realms was a place of 
great sacredness.

Although the Great Mosque's architecture is not as 
clear in its successive orientation as that of the ziggurats, 
different levels are still suggested. The Ka'ba is surrounded 
by a roadway on which the pilgrims make their ritual cir- 
cumambulations. The roadway lies below the level of both 
the floor of the Ka'ba and the courtyard of the mosque.56 In 
addition, the door to the Kacba is about seven feet above 
the ground. It is reached by a wooden staircase that runs 
on wheels and is pushed up to the door.57 The symbolism 
of this design as a meeting place between the immortal and 
mortal realms is reinforced by the experience of Muham-
mad's night journey and ascension (al-mi'rdj) into heaven. 
The Qur’an explicitly states that Muhammad was taken 
from the "Holy Mosque" (al-masjid al-haram; sura 17:1)58 to 
Jerusalem, from where he ascended up to heaven 59



7. "The plan and measurements of the temple are re-
vealed by God to the king, and the plan must be carefully 
carried out."60

The temple structure represents the earthly replica of a 
heavenly counterpart. It is therefore necessary that the 
earthly design and measurements be accurate. Adam was 
commanded to build the Kacba so that it resembled the 
Visited House.61 Islamic traditions describe the heavenly 
mosque as the place in the seventh heaven where angels 
worship. Jan Knappert records that "God creates seventy 
thousand new angels . . . every morning" specifically so 
that they can worship him and that each morning the "an-
gel Jibril [Gabriel] calls the faithful to prayer from the 
minaret that was created out of pure diamond."62 Given 
the prominence of the angel Jibril in the heavenly mosque, 
it is therefore not surprising that he also plays an impor-
tant role in some traditions concerning the establishment 
of its earthly counterpart. "He [i.e., Gabriel] also told 
[Adam] that God commanded him to build there [i.e., in 
Mecca] His House, which is the Kaaba, which he should 
circumambulate and in which he should offer prayer as he 
had seen the angels do at the Visited House."63 We have 
already noted the supernatural direction given to Abraham 
to ensure the correct dimensions of the Ka'ba. Thus the 
building of the earthly Ka'ba was under the control and 
supervision of the divine realm.

8. Temples are associated with initiation "into the pres-
ence of deity."64

Each year when the Israelite high priest entered the 
holy of holies on the Day of Atonement, he symbolically 



entered the presence of God. Similarly, during the three 
Israelite pilgrim festivals of the Passover, the Feast of 
Weeks, and the Feast of Tabernacles, all Israelite men were 
required to go to the temple and appear before the Lord 
(see Exodus 23:14-17). For Muslims, their visit to the Kacba 
represents a similar concept.65 Tha'labi taught that when 
God brought down the Ka'ba for Adam he told him to 
"circumambulate it just as you circumambulate the throne 
[of God]. Come to it just as you come to the throne."66 
Therefore, as pilgrims enter the area made sacred by the 
Kacba, they purify themselves in anticipation of coming 
into the presence of God. One pilgrim described the emo-
tions he felt when he prayed at the Ka'ba: "Truly we were 
at that hour in another world: we were in the house of God 
and in God's immediate presence."67

Upon entering the Great Mosque, the pilgrims, as part 
of the ritual, circumambulate the Ka'ba seven times. This 
is symbolic of the actions performed by the angels in hea-
ven as they circle the throne of God 68 Hence, each pilgrim 
symbolically enters the presence of God and encircles his 
throne. When the pilgrims return home they are entitled to 
add the epithet hajj or hajji (male) or hajja (female) (i.e., one 
who has performed the pilgrimage) to their name. They 
"will be met with joy and respect, possibly in a festive and 
ceremonial manner. In general, [their] prestige in the com-
munity will be increased and, in the outlying regions of the 
Muslim world, [they] will become a center of religious fer-
vor and missionary activity."69

9. "The temple is associated with the realm of the dead, 
the underworld, the afterlife, the grave."70

Lundquist argues that the "rites and worship of ances-
tors" serve as the connecting link to the realm of the dead, 



the underworld, the afterlife, and the grave.71 Among the 
Egyptians, the Babylonians, and the Hittites, tombs and 
temples were integrally joined. The temple was viewed as 
the "link between this world and the next."72

The Kacba serves a similar function in Islam. On one 
level, the pilgrimage to Mecca—required of each Muslim 
who is financially able—represents death. Ali Shariati 
taught that

Before departing to perform the Hajj, all of your 
debts should be paid. Your hates and angers toward rela-
tives or friends must disappear. A will must be drawn. 
All of these gestures are an exercise in the preparation 
for death (which will overtake everyone some day)....

Now you are free to join eternity.73

On another level, tradition places the graves of over 
seventy prophets beneath al-Hijr (the screen or the parti-
tion) in the Great Mosque. These include Adam, Eve,74 
Hagar,75 and Ishmael.76 In fact, "Every prophet, after his 
people had perished, would establish himself at [Mecca]; 
there he and his followers with him used to perform wor-
ship till he died."77 Some traditions even place the grave 
of Muhammad in Mecca despite the traditional site in 
Medina. They argue that Muhammad and all prophets be-
long to Mecca because "this is his essential starting point 
and termination of his career." Thus, they argue, "Mecca is 
his real grave."78 Muslims around the world reflect their 
desire to be associated with the Kacba at death by being ori-
ented in their graves to face the Ka'ba.79

This connection with the rites of ancestors is further 
reinforced by Muhammad's pronouncement that it is ac-
ceptable for people to perform the hajj on behalf of elderly 
relatives. One hadith says, "Hazrat Ibn Abbas relates: A 
woman asked the Holy Prophet: 'O messenger of Allah, the 
pilgrimage has been made obligatory duty by Allah on his 



servants at a time when my father has reached old age 
and has not strength to ride an animal. Can I perform the 
pilgrimage on his behalf?' He answered, 'Yes!'"80 Today 
Muslims have extended this injunction to include deceased 
family relatives.81 The vicarious pilgrim uses money from 
the deceased's estate to cover the costs of the journey to 
Mecca. However, the pilgrim himself receives no personal 
religious benefit from such a pilgrimage.82

10. "God's word is revealed in the temple."83

Temple sanctuaries have often been the site of divine 
revelation. Isaiah received his prophetic call while in the 
temple, and Moses received revelation on Mount Sinai.84 
In the Great Mosque, during the early Islamic period, reve-
lation of God's will usually came "in the course of an incu-
bation, that is, sleeping in a sacred place."85 We have al-
ready noted Muhammad's night journey and ascension 
into heaven, which began at the Kacba, but tradition also 
records others who received revelation while in the Great 
Mosque. Uri Rubin records a number of those traditions:

It is related that Kinana heard a voice while sleeping in 
Hijr, telling him about his future. Al-Nadr b. Kinana 
dreamt in the same place that a cosmic luminous tree 
was emerging from his loins which symbolized his noble 
descendants, and especially Muhammad. cAbd al Mutta- 
lib dreamt in the Hijr that a cosmic chain grew out of his 
body and turned into a green tree. He also dreamt there 
that he was dressed in a beautiful robe which meant that 
it was time for him to marry. In the same place, cAbd al 
Muttalib was also inspired by a series of dreams to dig 
Zamzam. Amina, Muhammad's mother, dreamt in the 
Hijr that she was about to give birth to "Ahmad," the 
lord of mankind.86



These revelations underscore the sacred nature of the Great 
Mosque and its importance as a conduit linking the earthly 
and heavenly spheres.

11. "The temple and its ritual are enshrouded in secrecy."87

Lundquist points out that "secrecy relates to the sacred-
ness of the temple precinct and the strict division in ancient 
times between sacred and profane space."88 At Herod's 
Temple, signs were posted forbidding gentiles to enter.89 
When Muhammad returned in triumph to Mecca from 
Medina, he cleansed the Kacba of its pagan deities and dedi-
cated it to the worship of God. Muhammad subsequently 
received a revelation restricting Mecca and its environs to 
Muslims:

O believers, the idolaters are indeed unclean; so let them 
not come near the Holy Mosque after this year of theirs, 
(sura 9:28)

Since that revelation, a sacred zone (haram) has encom-
passed Mecca. The profane zone is clearly delineated from 
the sacred by checkpoints on all roads leading into Mecca. 
It is forbidden for non-Muslims to pass these points, and 
those Muslims entering the city to take part in either of the 
two pilgrimages must be in a state of ritual purity (ihram).90 
This purification is accomplished by performing ablutions, 
putting on a ritual garment (also known as ihram), making 
a declaration of intention, and offering prayers.91

12. "The temple is a place of sacrifice."92

It is said that in pre-Islamic times animal sacrifice was 
performed at the Kacba and that the blood was smeared on 
the Black Stone.93 In fact, one tradition says that Abra-
ham's father Terah made sacrifice at the Ka'ba.94 Islam is, 



in principle, opposed to blood sacrifice. As the Qur’an re-
veals, "The flesh of them [i.e., that of sacrificial animals] 
shall not reach God, neither their blood, but godliness from 
you shall reach Him" (sura 22:37). However, earlier in the 
same revelation, sacrifice is associated with the Ka'ba: 
"There are things therein profitable to you unto a stated 
term; thereafter their lawful place of sacrifice is by the 
Ancient House" (sura 22:33).95 We have at least one hadith 
that describes Muhammad sacrificing camels during the 
rite of standing.96 Another hadith describes Muhammad 
offering sacrifice at the end of the hajj between Safa and 
Marwa,97 a practice that has continued into modern times. 
However, while the sacrifices do not actually occur at the 
Ka'ba, Burton noted that the animals' faces are turned to-
ward it before they are killed.98

In addition to the blood sacrifices, it should be noted 
that the hajj itself is a form of sacrifice for many of the pil-
grims. Usually people save for many years to make the 
trip.99 Ali Shariati indicates that at Mina the pilgrim acts as 
Abraham who "brought his son [Ishmael] to sacrifice." He 
suggests that for modern pilgrims the Ishmael that they 
sacrifice could be any one of a number of worldly posses-
sions. Then he says,

Whoever and whatever, you should have brought it with 
you to sacrifice here. I cannot tell you which one, but I 
can give you some clues to help—whatever weakens 
your faith, whatever stops you from "going", whatever 
distracts you from accepting responsibilities, whatever 
causes you to be self-centered, whatever makes you un-
able to hear the message and confess the truth, whatever 
forces you to "escape", whatever causes you to rational-
ize for the sake of convenience, whatever makes you 
blind and deaf. . . . You are in the position of Ibrahim 
whose weakness was in his love for [Ishmael] (his son).



He was teased by Satan. Imagine yourself at the peak of 
honor, full of pride and there is only ONE THING for 
which you can give up everything and sacrifice any 
other love for its love. THAT IS YOUR [ISHMAEL]! Your 
[Ishmael] can be a person, an object, a rank, a position or 
even a "weakness"!100

Thus, in both ancient and modern times, pilgrimage to the 
Kacba was closely tied to sacrifice.

13. "The temple is the central, organizing, unifying insti-
tution" and "plays a legitimizing political role in the an-
cient Near East."101

In this section we have chosen to combine two of Lund-
quist's points because they are closely associated. The idea 
of transferring the pilgrimage to Islam appears to have de-
veloped while Muhammad was in Medina. Although the 
umma (Islamic community) was growing with converts 
from the local Arab tribes, Muhammad sought to unify all 
the Arab tribes under the banner of Islam. Paul Wheatley 
suggests that the Kacba enabled Muhammad to make "the 
transformation from a kin-based society to a rudimentary 
state organization."102 In doing so, he was able to unify nu-
merous tribal factions into a single unified group: the Kacba 
became a unifying force for Muhammad.

As a result, ever since Muhammad took control of 
Mecca and cleansed the Kacba during the seventh century, 
Muslims from around the world have turned their eyes, 
hearts, and thoughts five times a day to the Kacba in Mecca. 
The idea of qibla (direction of prayer) is a dramatic symbol 
of the unity of the Islamic umma worldwide. It has become 
a "powerful implosion of religious energy"103 and brings 
about a feeling of intense unity among Muslims. Frederick 
Denny informs us: "When the Muslim performs the salat 



[ritual prayer], he or she is in a sense participating in the 
heavenly journey of the Prophet Muhammad; a little per-
sonal mi'raj is made."104

The Ka'ba is also the central focus of the hajj. The pil-
grims focus on the Kacba a number of times during the hajj. 
They perform the taw«/(circumambulations) three times: at 
the beginning of the hajj, after they return from Arafat, and 
at its conclusion. Thus, the hajj is also a powerful example 
of the unifying effect that the Ka'ba provides for Islam.

Conclusion
The central importance of the temple and its associated 

institutions in the ancient world has long been noted by 
scholars. The temple was the source of religious, political, 
and economic stability for the ancient temple states. The 
temple and its rituals enabled the ancients to make sense of 
the vicissitudes of life and to set their lives in order accord-
ing to the will of the gods. In this paper we have used Mus-
lim sources to show how Mecca, with its Great Mosque and 
Ka'ba, fits into that ancient temple typology. In at least thir-
teen aspects it relates to other ancient Near Eastern tem-
ples. Further research is needed to establish the extent to 
which the remaining points might also be associated with 
the Great Mosque, but there is sufficient evidence in the 
foregoing discussion to posit a substantial connection with 
ancient temple ideology and practices, even though Mus-
lims do not specifically view the Great Mosque as a temple. 
By viewing the Great Mosque from a temple perspective, 
we can see that at least one aspect of Islam's development 
was not an isolated phenomenon but was intimately con-
nected with a long and illustrious history of temple-ordered 
societies.
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