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Respect for holy places 

 

 

One of the great servants of God whose story is told both in the Bible and in the Qur’an 

is Moses (Musa). Moses has an encounter with God at a burning fire (Exodus 3 and Q. 

20:9 and following). In both accounts Moses is told to take off his sandals because the 

ground on which he stands is holy. This symbol of respecting a holy place by removing 

one’s footwear is commonly found in many religious traditions. The Sacred Mosque in 

Mecca is indeed one of these holy places for Muslims. Who would desecrate a holy 

place? Who would not want to spare the innocent from suffering if at all possible? Are 

not our big decisions made by being consistent with earlier small decisions? 

• 

When Hussain, his family, and companions reached Mecca they lived there openly for 

around four months. During this time Hussain made frequent visits to the Ka’bah. He 

performed the minor pilgrimage (umrah) on several occasions. Many people sought him 

out to ask his guidance and to enquire what he intended to do when confronted by the 

tyranny of Yazid. 

  

The agents of Yazid had shown no respect for Medina, the City of the Prophet. They 

had been willing to attack and kill Hussain there. By moving to Mecca, the City of God, 

surely there was a hope that they would have some respect and would not offer violence 

in this holy place. Having respect for holy places, for the people who worship there, and 

indeed not abusing that which they worship is commanded by the Qur’an. ‘Do not abuse 

those whom they invoke besides God, lest they should abuse God wrongfully without 

any knowledge’ (Q. 6:108). If this degree of consideration is commanded even for those 

who worship something other than God, surely then Muslims will respect other 

Muslims in the City of God. 

  

During the time that he was in Medina and in Mecca, Hussain received many letters 

from the citizens of Kufa in Iraq inviting him to come to them. This had been the power 

base of his father Ali but their faithfulness was often wavering. This is a topic that we 

will explore in more depth shortly but it caused Hussain to reflect deeply on what he 

was called to do next. He knew that at some time there would have to be a showdown 

with the forces of Yazid. It is reported that he would often recite two verses from the 

Qur’an in particular during this time.  

Fighting has been prescribed for you, even though it is repulsive to you. Yet it may 

be that you dislike something while it is good for you, and it may be that you love 

something while it is bad for you, and God knows and you do not know. (Q. 2:216) 

Those who have faith fight in the way of God, and those who are faithless fight in the 

way of the rebel. So, fight the friends of Satan. (Q. 4:76) 

Hussain discerned that he was called to journey towards Iraq. 
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When it became known that Hussain intended to go towards Kufa, some people 

approached him to dissuade him from this journey. Some tried to persuade him to give 

the oath of allegiance to Yazid and thus save himself. Others were afraid that he would 

be killed if he went and so the divinely-appointed leader of the community would be 

lost. One of these was Hussain’s cousin, Abd Allah ibn Abbas. He expressed his concern 

that the people of Iraq could not be trusted and so advised that Hussain and his family 

should remain in Mecca. If it was not possible to remain in Mecca then his advice was 

that Hussain should go to Yemen, where ‘There are very strong and fortified castles, as 

well as high and remote mountains where you can carry out your activities quite away 

from the reach of the Umayyad government.’ Hussain thanked him for his kind advice 

but said that he was resolved in his decision to go to Iraq. At this Ibn Abbas replied, 

‘Now that you have decided to depart, please do not take the women and children with 

you, for I fear that the people of Kufa will kill you in front of them.’ Again, Hussain 

replied that he did not consider any alternative other than taking his family and children 

with him. 

  

The time for the great annual pilgrimage of the Hajj drew close. Mecca was beginning 

to fill with a huge gathering of people. Fundamental to the principle of Hajj is that there 

should be no violence of word or action during these days. It was not allowed even to 

pluck a flower. Word came to Hussain that Yazid had sent an assassin in the disguise 

of a pilgrim with orders to kill Hussain wherever he might be found. Such an action 

would be in complete violation of the spirit of Hajj. Hussain discerned that the time of 

his departure was drawing very close.  
 

It is reported that Hussain delivered a sermon in Mecca just before the beginning of 

Hajj. He declared that death is inevitable for all human beings. He made it clear that he 

knew that he was going to his own death in the coming days. He had discerned that this 

was the will of God and his decision was to be obedient in all things, and thus to accept 

death as a martyr as God so willed. In closing he declared to the gathering, ‘Be aware 

that whoever is willing to sacrifice his blood for us in the cause of God, they must 

accompany us, for I will set off tomorrow morning, if God so wills.’ 
 

Hussain decided to leave Mecca on the first day of the Hajj. This is the day before 

the standing at Arafat, perhaps the most sacred day of the year for Muslims. It is the day 

when those on the Hajj remember that all human beings will stand before God on the 

Day of Judgement. The pilgrims remember the sins of their lives, express their 

repentance to God and open their hearts to receive God’s mercy and forgiveness. We 

should notice the great seriousness and importance of Hussain leaving the day before 

this most sacred day. He was determined that the holy city of Mecca, in particular during 

this most sacred season, should not be defiled by bloodshed. If Hussain had been 

attacked at this time, there would have been carnage because the assassin had brought 

an army of men with him and many faithful Muslims would have fought to defend or 

avenge Hussain. Hussain left Mecca heading into the desert in the direction of Iraq 

accompanied by the members of his family and his companions who had journeyed with 

him from Medina. Some additional people joined his party and set out with him. 


