The sieges of Jerusalem in 1099 and 1187: What made Jerusalem so significant to Muslims and Christians?
Jerusalem was and is regarded as a sacred City by Jews, Christians and Muslims. Each faith is tied historically and theologically to it and to its surrounding area known as the “Holy Land”. At the time of the Crusades many within each faith group were committed to the theological necessity of the exclusive possession of it. Christians and Muslims battled for the Holy Land and Jerusalem, in the Crusades, throughout the 12th and 13th Centuries. 
What made Jerusalem so important to Christians? During the first three centuries after Christ, the Church seems to have focused primarily on the New Testament teaching that God is present everywhere in the world through his Holy Spirit, rather than in special places. The influence of the Desert Fathers and the ascetic and “other-worldly” focus of early Monasticism appeared to cement this detached approach to the world. This approach was a radical shift from the approach of Judaism, which prized the “Holy Land” as a place of pilgrimage and counted residence in it as a sign of the blessing of God (Deuteronomy 28: vv55-68). The destruction suffered by the city as a result of the Jewish wars of rebellion in 68-70CE and the opprobrium subsequently heaped upon it by the Roman Empire, made Jerusalem and Judaism synonymous with disloyalty and rebellion. Jerusalem appears to have been a place of little historical or theological interest rather than one of intense devotional significance.
However, by the time of the first Crusade the concept of a “sacral society seemed to be dominant in Christian thinking. “Christendom” was a Christian realm where the Kingdom of God had merged with the Roman Empire, the two realms were co-extensive. The Crusades themselves added to this world view. According to Riley-Smith:
“Crusading sacralised the lands it attacked or conquered. These were seen in terms of recovery of the heritage of Christ (Palestine), His Mother (Livonia), or His disciples, such as James (Spain) and Peter (any region placed under papal protection or lordship).” (1)
The catalyst in this transformation was the conversion of the Emperor Constantine in 313CE. Constantine’s pagan background introduced concepts of sacred places and sacred buildings, present in Judaism but hitherto alien to Christianity. The Emperor instigated a lavish building programme for Palestine. Constantine commissioned his mother Helena with the task of recovering and adorning Jerusalem’s “Christian sites”. Ostentatious churches were erected at the “re-discovered” tomb of Christ, at Bethlehem and on the Mount of Olives. A “Holy Land” emerged based on sacred geography. 
In a gradual process, from the fourth century onwards, Christian pilgrims began to visit the region. As the Middle-Ages progressed the concept of pilgrimage developed, spurred on by significant theological developments. The concept of Purgatory was harnessed to religious devotion. The adoration of “sacred relics” and even pilgrimage itself could contribute to forgiveness of sin and a shorter time of purgation. “Indulgences” were issued by the Papacy for travelling to holy sites, included were Compostela in Spain, Rome, and Jerusalem. All of them:
“…theoretically contained a kind of radioactive sacred power, which had been acquired through physical contact with the holy men and women who had lived, ministered or were buried there.” (2)
 Pilgrims began to visit these holy sites for a variety of spiritual and non-spiritual reasons including the healing of disease. Pilgrims believed that anything touched by a sacred person or event could be a source of the spiritual power which had absorbed holy energy. They often bought souvenirs and collected pieces of stone, oil and water from the holy places in an effort to bring this sacred power back with them as a “point of contact” with the divine. 
By the time of the crusades, this sacral ideology was so pervasive and well established that Pope Urban could speak of the Christian’s duty of “fighting for the Holy Land”. Preaching in 1095 he promised a plenary indulgence to all those who would take up the Cross and fight to reclaim Jerusalem from the Muslims. This pardon would also apply to those who fought to free Spain from Muslim control. By the time of the Second Crusade, and with the support of such luminaries as Bernard of Clairvaux, the concept of the “Warrior-Monk” emerged in the form of the Knight’s Templers. The transformation from asceticism to sacralism was complete.
Why was Jerusalem so important to Muslims? Muhammad declared himself to be not merely a Prophet but to be the last prophet of the Judaeo -Christian Religions. Because of the rejection of his claims by Christians and Jews in Arabia Mohammed subsequently founded the third Abrahamic religion of Islam. The Quran reverences many Old and New Testament characters such as Adam, David, the Apostles, and Jesus and places such as Jerusalem. Many Biblical heroes and heroines were associated with the city. Perhaps even more significantly, the Quran and Hadith collections hold that in an event known as the “Isra and Mi’raj”, Muhammad himself visited Jerusalem for reasons of profound significance to Islam.  The Israʾ and Miʿraj are two parts of a night-time Journey, taken in 621CE.  The Quran surah al-Isra gives an overview of the event while a more detailed account  is found in the Hadith collections. Muhammad is said to have travelled on the back of a winged horse called Buraq,  to "the farthest mosque". By tradition this mosque is identified as the Al-Aqsa in Jerusalem. From here, on the Temple-Mount, Mohammed ascended into heaven where he was given instructions that Muslims should pray five times per day – the second of the five “pillars of Islam”.
Such was its significance that Mohammed not only designated the Al-Aqsa Mosque as a site for pilgrimage but Jerusalem became the first Qibla or direction of prayer for Muslims. Some of the earliest Mosques in Medina were built facing Jerusalem but subsequently, in 625, the direction of prayer was changed to the Kaaba in Mecca. According to Hadith on pilgrimage Jerusalem was one of only three sites designated for pilgrimage, the other two being Mecca and Medina, and a pilgrimage begun in Jerusalem to one of the two other sites merited the expiation of sins. 
 Military and political factors arising from the capture of Jerusalem by Crusader forces in 1099 heightened the significance of the city for Islam during the Crusades. 
Islam held a sacral view of society, very similar to the one developing in the Christian West, known as the Islamic Caliphate. The Caliphate was a political-religious concept, comprising the Muslim community and the lands and peoples under its dominion which arose in the centuries that followed death Muhammad in 632CE. Ruled over by a caliph (Arabic Khalifah, “successor”), who held not only temporal but often a measure of spiritual responsibility, its conquered territories included much of North Africa, Spain and Portugal and the Levant – all previously Byzantine “Christian” Lands. Jerusalem fell after a six-month siege in 636CE. According to tradition in 638CE, Umar, the Caliph, came to Jerusalem in person to accept the submission and surrender of the city. Islamic control of the region was strengthened by the conquest of the City and the Levant would not be threatened until the First Crusade in 1099. 
The Crusader siege of Jerusalem lasted from June 7 to July 15 of that year. The Crusaders not only wrested Jerusalem from the Fatimid Caliphate, but they kept it in “Christian” hands until 1187.The siege was famous for the ferocity of the conquest and the slaughter of Muslims and Jews on a lavish scale. Muslims sheltered in the Al-Aqsa Mosque, expecting to find sanctuary there. The Crusaders entered the third most sacred site of Islam and slaughtered the hundreds of men, women and children found sheltering there. 
The loss of a significant portion of the “Holy Land” to the Crusader armies and its occupation by Crusader states (known as “Outremer” - the “land across the sea”) was not merely a blow to the military prowess of the Islamic military’s reputation, it called into question the authenticity of their faith and the power of their God. For most of the next hundred years Islamic leaders sought to return Jerusalem to Muslim control. 
The Islamic Siege of Jerusalem of 1187 ended when Balian of Ibelin surrendered the city to Saladin. This was the culmination of a campaign in which Saladin defeated the Crusader’s armies army, conquering several notable cities. Full of refugees and with very few men of arms to defend it Balian negotiated safe passage for many Christians to return to the West. The bloodshed was not on the scale of the siege of 1099.The Christian West responded to this setback by launching the Third Crusade in 1189, led by Richard the Lionheart, Frederick Barbarossa and Philip Augustus. In Jerusalem, Saladin honoured promises made to Balian by tolerating Christian worship and pilgrimage to the City. 
The name Jerusalem means “City of Peace”. This is quite ironic, given its long and difficult history.
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