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Mustafa Kabha and Haggai Erlich

AND WAHHABIYYA:
AL-AHBASH
INTERPRETATIONS
OF ISLAM

Islam is a universalreligion and culture.Scholarswho tend to focus on Islam in specific
societies may overlook connections that, over the centuries, were importantin shaping
various Islamic interculturaldialogs. One case in point is the role of Ethiopia in the
history of Islam. Although situated next door to the cradle of Islam, Ethiopia conveniently has been perceived by many Westernhistoriansof the Arab Middle East as an
African "Christianisland,"and as largely irrelevant.In practice,however,the Christiandominatedempire has remainedmeaningful to all Muslims from Islam's inception. It
has also been the home of Islamic communities that maintainedconstant contact with
the Middle East. Indeed,one of the side aspects of the resurgenceof political Islam since
the 1970s is the emergencein Lebanonof the "TheAssociation of Islamic Philanthropic
Projects"' (Jam'iyyat al-Mashari' al-Khayriyya al-Islamiyya), better known as "The
Ethiopians,"al-Ahbash. Its leader came to Beirut from Ethiopia with a ratherflexible
interpretationof Islam, which revolved aroundpolitical coexistence with Christians.AlAhbash of Lebanonexpandedto become arguablythe leading factor in the local Sunni
community.They opened brancheson all continents and spreadtheir interpretationof
Islam to many Islamic as well as non-Islamic countries. This article is an attemptto
relate some of the Middle Eastern-EthiopianIslamic history as the backgroundto an
analysis of a significantissue on today's all-Islamicagenda.It aims to presentthe Ahbash
history,beliefs, and rivalrywith the Wahhabiyyabeginning in the mid-1980s. It does so
by addressingconceptual,political, and theological aspects, which had been developed
against the backgroundof Ethiopia as a land of Islamic-Christian dialogue, and their
collision with respective aspects developed in the Wahhabikingdom of the Saudis.
The contemporaryinner-Islamic,Ahbash-Wahhabiyyaconceptual rivalryturnedin the
1990s into a verbal war conducted in traditionalways, as well as by means of modern
channels of Internetexchanges and polemics. Their debate goes to the heart of Islam's
major dilemmas as it attractsattentionand draws active participationfrom all over the
world.
One protagonist, the Wahhabiyya, needs no introduction. After more than two
and a half centuries of spearheadingSunni fundamentalism,the Wahhabiyyamay be
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consideredthe more enduringmodem movementrepresentingrigidly the concept of alislam din wa-dawla-Islam is inseparablyreligion and state. Although the integration
of the Wahhabidoctrine in the modem Saudi state has not always been smooth-it
was practicallymodified after Ibn Sa'ud's victory over the Ikhwan in 1929-it is still,
arguably,closest to the concept of Islam's universalpolitical supremacy.After 1991, as
the Saudis deepened their reliance on Westernprotection, and as their socioeconomic
problemsmounted,the tension between Wahhabipuristsand the royal Saudi establishment has grown. Wahhabism,never really monolithic,2is experiencinga new periodof
innerconflicts between the state-orientedscholarsand those furtherradicalizeddue also
to importedconcepts. Partof the newly reenergizedreligious radicalismin SaudiArabia
was channeledabroad,andthe doctrinebecame publiclyidentifiedwith the globalization
of Islamic militancy.In fact, many proponentsof political Islam, and many membersof
various other Islamic associations today, are widely referredto as Wahhabis.Most of
the various trends that yearn for Islam's political victory are unanimousin combating
al-Ahbash.
THE ETHIOPIANS

AND

ISLAM

Who are al-Ahbash, what Islam do they represent,and what message does theirname
symbolize? The people of Ethiopia, al-habasha, or al-ahbash (and also al-hubshdn,
al-hubush), were known to ancient Arabians as the neighboring Africans across the
Red Sea. Because the state of Ethiopiahad embracedChristianitynearlythreecenturies
before Muhammadand was involvedin Arabianaffairsas such, its concept as a Christian,
monotheistic"other"was well known to the Prophetand his generation.IndeedEthiopia
was the first foreign-relationscase for Islam. It was the land of "the first hijra"in 61516--the Christiannajdshi(negus in Ethiopic,king) gave asylum to practicallythe entire
Islamic community of that time. The righteous Christian Ethiopian king who saved
the Muslims, thus, left an enduringmessage of grace regardingEthiopia as a land of
justice despite its Christianity.A saying attributedto the Prophetorderedbelievers to
"leave the Ethiopians alone as long as they leave you alone" (utrukfial-habasha md
tarakfikum).Conversely, a persistent traditionalcontention held that somewhat later,
in 628, the king himself accepted Islam but that his people refused to follow. This
situation left an entirely contradictoryinterpretationof the EthiopianChristian"other"
as illegitimate.Formany,the "isldmal-najdshf" legacy meantthatEthiopiawas already
a Muslim countryand, therefore,should be redeemedby Islamic political victory.The
notion of ChristianEthiopian illegitimacy was strengthenedby the legacy of the preIslamic episode of the Ethiopian occupiers of Yemen who tried, in "the Year of the
Elephant"(570), to destroy the Ka'ba. (The hadith,"The lean-legged Ethiopians,they
will [eventually]destroy the Ka'ba,'"3reflects this sense of suspicion and enmity.)This
initial Ethiopian dichotomy has been recycled throughoutthe centuries and rendered
ChristianEthiopiaa majorcase for Islam. Needless to say, these differentinterpretations
of the legitimacy of the Christian"other"have always been related primarilyto the
inner-Islamicdebate on the natureof the Islamic "self."4
Al-habasha, however, also had another significant meaning in the world of Islamic
concepts. Although the Ethiopianstate was dominatedby Christians,a good half of its
populationwas, and still is, Muslim. The term habasha in Arabic was never restricted
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only to the Christian core of the Horn of Africa, but to its entire population, including
the Muslims. It often referred to skin color rather than to religious affiliation.5 In
Arab and Muslim eyes, al-habasha were distinguished from the blacker Africans, the
suddn or zunfij. Here too, with regard to Habashi Muslims, there was some conceptual
dichotomy. HIabasha were considered the best African slaves. The slave trade persisted
in Arabia through WWI, and the habashi enslaved were mostly animists and only rarely
Christians. Thus, the term habasha did not actually have a religious meaning but rather
suggested a modicum of ethnic, racial inferiority. Precisely for that reason, and stemming
from the supraethnic message of Islam, there consistently has been a marked effort by
purists to emphasize and praise the religiosity of habashi Muslims. For the advocates of
moderate, universal, and all-humanistic Islam, the acceptance of Christian Ethiopia went
together with praise of habashi Muslims.6 Many darker-complexioned Muslims were
nicknamed al-habashf, and throughout history, dozens of prominent personalities of
various backgrounds adopted this name. Numerous traditions call on Muslims to respect
Muslim Ethiopians and even accept them as leaders. Over the centuries, substantial
literature has been produced praising Muslim Ethiopians and, thus, calling for the
purification of Islam and rendering it more flexible and tolerant. We mention only a
couple here: Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti's 15th century Raising the Status of the Ethiopians,
and Ahmad al-Hifni al-Qina'i al-Azhari's The Beautiful Diamonds in the History of the
Ethiopians of the early 20th century.7 Muslim Ethiopians of prominence, such as Bilal
bin Rabah (Bilal al-Habashi), the first mu'adhdhin, and the king himself, were enshrined
as important historical Islamic figures. A 16th century manuscript written in Medina
(in 1583-84) contains the following example of Arabian attitudes to slavery and the

habasha:
Praise be to Allah Who created man from a clay of mud and preferredsome of them to others.
The disparity between them was like the distance between the sky and the earth. Each group
[however,] praises and pleases Allah... He made them servants and masters, rulers and ruled.
Allah distinguishedsome of the descendantsof Noah... with prophethoodand sovereignty,and
He predestinedservitudeand slavery for some of them until the Day of Resurrection... But he
blessed some of the servantswith distinctionby which they became masters. He distinguisheda
group of Ethiopianswith grace, leadershipand faith-like Bilal,8 like al-Najashi.... and others
who believed [in Him] and adhered [to Islam]. Many of them became Companions [of the
Prophet],successors and holy and righteousmen. Moreover,they became eminent men on earth
and in Paradise,and religious guides and temporalleaders.9
The dichotomy regarding Ethiopian Muslims was perhaps best reflected in the famous
Sunni tradition, "Obey whoever is put in authority over you, even if he be a cropnosed Ethiopian slave."'1 On the one hand, it showed that Ethiopians were capable
of becoming leaders in Islam, even those who were descended from slaves or were
themselves manumitted. On the other hand, it places the Ethiopians at the bottom of the
ethnic or social ladder. Because the message of the tradition was clearly the sacredness
of obedience, it meant that it should be applicable even in the most absurd case of an
Ethiopian leader. Shaykh 'Abdalla al-Habashi al-Harari, today's leader of the al-Ahbash
transnational Islamic association, is a manifestation of Islam's dynamic dichotomies and
controversies.
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The story of the contemporaryrivalrybetween al-Ahbash and the Wahhabiyyahas
its roots in the Ethiopiantown of Harar,the old capital of Islam in the Horn of Africa.
Harar'slong history itself reflects the dilemmas of Muslims in Ethiopia. On one hand,
the walled town was an Islamic emiratethatmaintainedpolitical independencefroman
obscure beginning in the 10th century until the late 19th century.During those years,
Hararwas connected in many ways to Arabiaand was the centerof the Islamic holy-war
effort vis-ai-vis the Ethiopian Christianstate. On the other hand, after its conquest in
1887 by Ethiopia,Harardevelopedas the model of Islamic integrationinto all-Ethiopian
culture, society, and Christian-dominatedpolitics. In the aftermathof the shortFascist
conquest of Ethiopia, 1936-41, Hararisociety was again split along the lines of these
contradictoryhistorical legacies. A group of local leaders, who had been sent by the
Italiansto makepilgrimageto Mecca andwere inspiredby Wahhabiinfluence,attempted
throughout1941-48 to revive Islamic independencefrom Ethiopia.After a long struggle
with the Ethiopiangovernmentand its local collaborators,the group was defeatedand
dispersed.'1Its leader,ShaykhYusuf'Abd al-Rahmanal-Harari,who had been educated
in Mecca and Medina in 1928-38, returnedto Medina in Saudi Arabia in 1976 and is
currentlyone of the figures behind the Wahhabiverbal war on the Ahbash.
The leader of al-Ahbash,Shaykh 'Abdallaibn Muhammadibn Yusuf al-Harari,was
his chief rival in 1941-48 in Hararand Ethiopia. Reportedlyborn in 1910, he received
an Islamic education in Ethiopia and grew to be a firm believer in EthiopianIslamicChristiancoexistence. As such, he became involved in the struggle over Hararduring
those years.The strugglerevolvedaroundtwo issues, which will be mentionedhereonly
briefly. One was the natureof Islamic education in Harar.In 1941, a group of HarariIslamic nationalists reestablished the local modem school in the spirit of Wahhabi
fundamentalism.A few months later, the Ethiopian authoritiesclosed the school and
sent those involved either to prison or into exile. The second was an attemptduring
1946-48 to break away from the Christianstate. The same Islamic, nationalistcircles
in Hararorganizedto collaboratewith the then-active Somali nationalistmovementto
break Hararaway from Ethiopia and annex it to Islamic Somalia. They were again
exposed by the Ethiopianauthorities,and their leaderswere punished.In both cases, the
defeated groupaccused Shaykh 'Abdallaof being instrumentalin helping the Ethiopian
establishment. Shaykh 'Abdalla and his followers continue to deny any anti-Islamic
collaborationand point to the fact that, in 1948, the shaykh himself was suspectedby
the Ethiopian imperial regime, jailed for a time, and then forced to leave the country.
Moreover,he and his followers accuse Shaykh Yusuf 'Abd al-Rahmanof collaborating
with the Ethiopian government. (Shaykh Yusuf was later appointed to supervise the
translationof the Qur'an into Amharic.) As this is written, both of these old Habashi
scholars are still alive. They continue to tradeaccusationsbetween Beirut and Medina
aboutthese formativeevents in theirlives, andtheirbitterrivalrysplits Muslimsin today's
Ethiopia.12In 1995, for example, Shaykh'Abdalladistributeda leaflet in Ethiopiawhich
said:
wholeftEthiopiaforMedinaa longtime
Bewareof a mancalledSheikhYusufCAbdal-Rahman
fromhis unclewholivesamongtheWahhabis.
agoandlearnedtheprinciplesof theWahhabiyya
Theygavehim moneyandhe returnedto Hararto spreadtheirword.He thenbecameclose to
Haile Selassie and helped him translatingthe Koran.The emperorgave him land in reward.When
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Mangistu[HaileMariam,Ethiopia'scommunistruler,1974-1991]cameto powerhe fledbackto
to Ethiopiato spreadtheirfalsebelief.
theWahhabis.
Theyagaingavehimmoneyandhe returned
Bewareof this manandwarneveryoneof him, warnthe peopleof Hararandall the peopleof
Ethiopia.13
Of wider, all-Islamic importanceis the majorAhbash-Wahhabiyyadebate thatgrew out
of this peripheralEthiopianstory. After leaving Ethiopia, Shaykh CAbdallaspent some
time in Mecca and Jerusalemin late 1948 and moved to Damascus. In 1950, the shaykh
moved to Beirut,wherehe resides to this day.14He would not surfaceas a public figure in
the Lebanesecapitaluntil 1983. He spentthe earlyyears in the companyof leading local
Islamic scholars. Shaykh Mukhtaral-'Alayli supportedhim throughhis Dar al-Fatwa
association, and Shaykh Muhiyy al-Din al-'Ajuz did the same throughhis Association
of Islamic PhilanthropicProjects. When Shaykh cAjuzdied in 1983, Shaykh 'Abdalla
was declaredleader of the Association.'5 Since then, it has been popularlycalled "The
Ahbash."
By 1983 Shaykh 'Abdallahad alreadygained fame as a thinker,an author-he would
publish some twenty books-a mufti, and a preacher. His main message remained
one that he had brought from Ethiopia and was centrally relevant to Lebanon, that
of Islamic-Christiancoexistence. He soon won the indirect support of the Lebanese
Christianestablishmentand various Islamic publics. Moreover,his becoming head of
the Association coincided with the Syriantakeoverof Lebanon.The new Syrianmasters
of the land, with their secularArabBacth doctrine,found the shaykh'sIslamic-Christian
message compatible with their approach. From that moment on, al-Ahbash entered
Lebanese politics. In 1989, it won a seat in the Lebanese parliamentfor its member,
Dr. 'Adnan al-Tarabulsi.The unequivocal support of al-Ahbash for the Syrian Bacth
party and its collaboratorsin Lebanon, ChristianpresidentsIlyas al-Hawari(1989-98)
and his successor Emil Lahud(1998-), togetherwith Muslim prime ministersSalim alHuss and Rafiq al-Hariri(assassinatedFebruary2005), was rewardedby governmental
support.The Association flourished in Lebanon. It has issued a monthly, Manar alHuda, since 1992, and has had its own radio station, Nida' al-Macrifa,16 since 1998. Its
members are very active on the internetand have websites that spreadthe word of the
shaykh and his polemics with their rivals.17 In addition,the Association runs networks
of kindergartens,elementaryand secondaryschools, andIslamic colleges affiliatedwith
Cairo'sJami at al-Azhar.18 Its messages-always spreadquite boldly-and its well-felt
presence in Lebanon's social and political life, have often provoked its rivals among
local Salafi and Wahhabicircles. Occasional clashes and street violence began in the
mid-1980s and climaxed in July 1995 with the assassinationof the Association leaderin
Beirut,Nizar Halabi,an event that furtherescalated the enmity between the Ahbash and
the Wahhabiyya.In the eyes of many in Lebanon, the Association remainedidentified
with the Syrian occupiers. (In 2005, after the Syrian evacuation, there was raised the
demand to expose the Ahbash as collaboratorswith Syrian intelligence and security
services.19)

The worldwide Lebanese diaspora helped the Ahbash to become a transnational
association in the 1980s. Its main center in Europeis in Germany,20and active branches
spread throughoutmost of Western Europe. Ahbash also has branches in Indonesia,
Malaysia,India,Pakistan,Tajikistan,Syria,Jordan,Egypt, Canada,Switzerland,France,
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Ukraine,Holland, Sweden, Australia,21and the United States.22They are also active in
Africa (notably in Nigeria and Ghana),where they try to create a bridgebetween local
Muslims and those of the Middle Easterncore.23By the end of the 1990s, the Ahbash
had become one of the best organizedtransnationalIslamic associations in non-Islamic
countries,claiming nearly a quarterof a million members.24
The numberof Ethiopianmembersin al-Ahbashis not known,but thereare not many.
With the exception of the shaykh from Harar,almost the entire movement is composed
of Muslims from variousotherethnic and linguistic backgrounds.They call themselves
the Ahbashpartlybecause of their admirationfor theirleader.They considerhim one of
the greatestscholarsof Islam and referto him with such titles as al-imamal-muhaddith,
or muhaddithal-'asr, namely the leader of hadith scholarshipand the hadith scholar
of our time. He is also referredto as
the keeper of wisdom and scholarship.
all Islamic and allegedly Arab background.His
The shaykh himself takes pride in hisal-h.iifiz,
full name, CAbdallaibn Muhammadibn Yusuf al-Hararial-Shaybi al-'Abdari,alludes
to Qurayshiorigin. As we will see, he considers Arabismto be a sacred identity and a
properbridge between Muslims and Christians.At the same time, he takes full pridein
his Ethiopian-ness.(He returnedto Ethiopiathreetimes [1969, 1995, and 2003] andwas
enthusiasticallyreceived by most EthiopianMuslims.) It is also apparentthat his many
followers also identify with what Ethiopiasymbolizes for the more moderateMuslims.
They call themselves al-Ahbash in the hope of enhancing flexible Islam, capable of
coexisting with the Christian"other."
FUNDAMENTALS

OF THE AHBASH

In one of his addressesto his followers, Shaykh 'Abdallatriedto define the movement's
ideology by distinguishingit from its polar opposites:
no innovative
WeareanIslamicassociationthatrepresents
deviations,likethoseintroduced
fifty,
twohundreds,
or six hundreds
yearsago.Thefirstonearetheideasof SayyidQutb... thesecond
from
ibn 'Abdal-Wahhab,
andthethirdarethoseof IbnTaymiyya,
one arethoseof Muhammad
whomCAbd
al-Wahhab
derivedhis thoughts.WeareAsh'arisandShaficis.TheAsh'ariyyais the
basisof ourbelief,andtheShafi'iyyais ourdailycode.25
He selected these figures as ultimaterivals for a reason. Sayyid Qutb was the Egyptian
activist and scholar who worked to bridge the Islamic political ideas of the Muslim
Brotherswith the fundamentalsof the Wahhabiyya.Pointingto CAbdal-Wahhaband at
IbnTaymiyya,the founderof and the historicalsourceof inspirationfor the Wahhabiyya,
was statingthe obvious.IbnTaymiyya,the 14thcenturyscholar,togetherwith themodern
PakistanithinkerAbu al-'Ala al-Mawdudi-himself inspiredby Ibn Taymiyyaand the
Wahhabiyya-provided Sayyid Qutb with the theological legitimacy for turningthe
Muslim Brothers as of the 1960s into a militant movement, working to purify Islam
by underminingnon-Islamic,nonfundamentalistregimes.26We will returnbelow to the
active Ahbash rivalrywith the followers of this political, fundamentalist,radicalIslam,
be they purely Wahhabior Muslim Brothers.
Studying Ahbash literaturereveals four elements of theirIslamic self-identity.One is
merely legal, their adherenceto the Shafi'i school. Their core ideology lies in combining the theological legacy of the Ash'ariyya with some Sufi terminology,and in their
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contention that they representahl al-sunna wa-l-jama'a-the community of orthodox
Islamic beliefs-the consensual, central trend in Sunni Islam. This combination in
itself is not a theological innovation,and in many ways, al-Ahbashfollow the general
approachof the greatmedievalthinker,Abu Hamidal-Ghazali(1058-1111).27 Claiming
to representmainstreamIslam, the Ahbash are proud of their November 1999 cultural
agreementwith al-Azhar,which they see as their endorsementby the highest scholarly
leadershipof the Sunni establishment.28
The Sufi element is obvious. Shaykh CAbdallaand the Association are connected to
three tarTqas:the Rifaciyya, the Naqshabandiyya,and the Qadiriyya.29Its publications,
and the shaykh's works, are replete with Sufi terms, such as "the light of the certainty"
(nur al-yaqTn) or the love for the sake of God [and his creations] (al-mahabba li-allah).

In the Ahbash websites, Sufism is defined as bid'a hasana, namely an innovationcompatible with the Qur'anand the sunna. Some forty tariqas are endorsed,but certainSufi
beliefs and customs-such as the idea thatman can unite with God, even temporarilyare stronglydenounced.30There is no doubt that the shaykh, with his Harari-Ethiopian
background-Harar, madTnatal-awliya', the town of the saints, has been always a
vibrantcenterof Sufism-has roots in popularIslam as well, and especially in Sufism's
social messages, culturalaspects, and its provenability to inspireandmobilize revivalist
movements.He conceives of pilgrimagesto holy men's tombs,ziyara(an importantpillar
of Sufism), a legitimate way to reach God through intercession (tawassul). Although
Sufism is not the primarypublic face presentedby the Ahbash, it is no doubt a central
dimension of their identity. Their emphasis, however, is not on mysticism. Sufism is
surely not the definition of the movement, as some observershave been led to think.31
The core of their ideology is not in the legalism of Shaficiyya nor in the mysticism
of Sufism, but ratherin the theological principles of Ash'ariyya.The early scholar Abu
al-Hasanal-Ashcari(born in Basra, died in Baghdad, 874-936) was first a follower of
the Muctazila school of thought, which aspired to base Islam on dialectical rationality
borrowedpartlyfrom Greekphilosophy.The Mu'tazila followers were in theirtime the
archrivalsof mainstreamSunni orthodoxy,which rejected any such interpretationand
any theological rationalizationof the given texts. In time, however, al-Ash'ari moved
halfway and began to preach compromise and moderation. The theological trend he
established managed to preventmajor schisms and he went on to serve as a mediator
and a bridge contributingto stabilityin the Sunni world. In Shaykh cAbdalla'seyes, alAshcariwas "the imam of ahl al-sunna wa-l-jama'a." Although al-Ash'ari established
no legal school, for Shaykh 'Abdalla,he was like a founderof a fifth madhhab,a school
of moderationandcompromise.A groupof the Shaykh'sfollowers translatedhis general
approachinto a twelve-goal platform.The main ones are as follows.
therightreligionof ahl al-sunnawa-l-jama'a,anddo so by waysof wisdomand
1 Spreading
gentleness.
2 Preaching
i'tidal,andgoodbehavioraswaysof implementing
religiousprinciples,
moderation,
whilecombatingextremismandzeal.
5 Thespreadingof moderneducationandof universal,appliedsciences,throughtheestablishmentof schools,institutes,anduniversities.
andthecitizensanddo so throughcon8 Toworkin harmonyforthebenefitof themotherland
withvariouspersonalities,
structiveopennessandfruitfulcooperation
institutes,andbodies.
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of
12 Takingcareof women'sissues,helptheirorganizedactivities,andworkfortheintegration
ablewomenin all variousframeworks.32
The key word in most texts producedby the Association and in the Shaykh's speeches
is moderation,i'tiddl. The main idea is that al-Ahbash, working in this spirit, are the
bridge and the glue essential for the continuityand welfare of ahl al-sunna wa-l-jamc'a
throughoutthe world. One of the Association's websites answereda question aboutits
methods and how to work for Islamic unity: "By soft words, by middle-way wisdom,
by gentle preaching.This is how ourjourneybegan ... by cooperationand openness....
This is how we became a global association representingMuslims all over the world,
giving them safe haven."33
The messages of the Ahbash are directed to both Muslims and non-Muslims. The
message to Muslims, not surprisingly,is harsher.Despite the motif of moderation,
the confrontationwith rival wings, especially with the Wahhabiyya,is definitely not
conducted only with soft words. The Ahbash often define theirIslamic rivals as infidels
and exclude them from the communityof Islam. They use such rhetoricin theirverbal
war with practically all organizationsof political Islamism and the regimes of Saudi
Arabia,Sudan,and Iran.
On the contrary,the messages directedto non-Muslims,always in the spiritof moderation, convey the idea of universalhumanism.The Association's goal in this respectis to
serve all mankind,al-bashariyyajam'c' orjami' al-nds. Non-Muslimminoritieswithin
Islamic societies are worthy of full respect by a moderate, flexible Islam. Both state
identity and Arabismin the Middle East should be enhancedas common denominators.
In their conceptualizationof Middle Easternpolitics, the Ahbash separatereligion and
state. They have almost no argumentwith any regime that does not preventtheiractivities, and would supportanyone, even if leftist-socialist and secular,who would help to
combat Islamic radicalism.The Ahbash declare they do not oppose lawful, established
governments,and it is not their business to intervene in politics, surely not to change
rulersthroughassassination.34
In Christian-Islamic Lebanon, to reiterate,the Ahbash have implemented most of
their ideas. They participatein politics, on both the national and the municipallevels,
and do so in full cooperationwith the state system. Asked why the Association openeda
branchin one of Beirut's mostly Christianneighborhoods,'Adnanal-Tarabulsireplied:
"In order to serve all people and enhance good Islamic-Christiancoexistence."35The
Ahbash attitudes and activities are often praised by the Christianleadership. Of the
many relevant examples, we mention only the words of Elie Farazli, vice chairman
of the parliament:"The Association of Islamic PhilanthropicProjects, by its blessed
activities, lives up to its name. Between us and its leaderstherehas been built a bondof
friendship,and we see the association as a pillar and a symbol of our sublime national
enterprise in Lebanon."36For their part, the Ahbash conceive of Lebanon as a fully
legitimate, indeed an ideal, territorialnation-state.They praise Lebanese nationalism,
wataniyyalubndniyya,as the basis of society andcombine it organicallywith Ba'th-style
secularArabism.They call the combination"thecommon path"(al-masaral-mushtarak)
and define it as "a realistic strategicvision."'37The Association's monthly, Manar alHuda, dedicates issues to Lebanese and to all Arab holidays and anniversaries.The
Association's schools made it a custom to celebratethe anniversaryof Hafiz al-Asad's
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coming to power in Syria, in October 1970, occasions on which the pan-ArabBacthist
slogan, "A unified Arab nation of eternal legacy," is wielded. In the words of 'Abd alQadiral-Fakhani,the editorof ManarAl-Huda, "TheLebanesewatanis ours, andwe are
its guardians.... We have to defendit from any internalsplits andtreachery.... Lebanon
knows that Syria is her defender and her backing, the way she knows that Arabism is
her identity."38
The message to Westernsocieties, especially to those that host Islamic communities,
is also one of cooperationand appeasement.It aims to enhance the image of Islam as
a set of moralities, surely not as a militant ideology. Answering a question about their
goal in Europe and the United States, the Ahbash Website stated, "Like elsewhere in
the world our aim there is to spreadreligious knowledge among those who suffer from
ignorance, and also to warn people of those fanatics who claim to representIslam but
do so in the most negative way."39The governmentsof the United States, Europe, and
Australiado indeed welcome the Ahbash activities among their Muslim citizens. In the
eyes of the Ahbash, these governmentsare like the righteous Christiannajashi, who
hosted the sahaba and helped them to build Islam.
RIVALRY

WITH

THE WAHHABIYYA

The fundamentalsof al-Ahbashdiffer categoricallyfrom those of the Wahhabiyyaand
of all others who work towardreinstatingIslam's political supremacy.The founders of
the Wahhabiyya,in theirwritings-on which we cannotelaboratehere-mostly ignored
Islam's positive concepts of Ethiopia and Ethiopians. The more the Ahbash gained
influence in Lebanonand internationally,especially since the mid-1990s, the more their
verbal war with the Wahhabiyyaescalated. It had, as mentioned, its personal roots in
Ethiopia of the 1940s. It is clear, however, that once Shaykh Yusuf moved to Medina
in 1976, he missed no opportunityto fight his archrivalwith the help of-is hosts.
He managed to convince the Saudi religious establishment that Shaykh CAbdalla,in
collaboratingwith Haile Selassie's regime, was primarilybehind the above-mentioned
failure of the Islamic movement, which worked to liberate Hararfrom the EthiopianChristianyoke. The alleged foiling of political Islam in Hararby Shaykh cAbdallaand
his associates came to be known as fitnat al-kulub, "the fraternalstrife of the Club."40
Calling Shaykh'Abdalla"al-shaykhal-fattan,"41the Wahhabisandtheirsupportersmiss
no opportunityto repeat their story about his formative sin against Islam in Hararand
the failure to liberateHararfrom ChristianEthiopia.The Ahbash, for theirpart,dismiss
the story of fitnat al-kulib, and do so without botheringabout details. If anything,they
accuse Shaykh Yusuf himself and his Wahhabiinfluence of failing Islam in Hararand
in Ethiopiaduringthe decade afterMussolini's occupation of Ethiopia(1936-41).42
In the mid-1980s, the Ahbash began to clash with their Islamic rivals, including
Wahhabi and other groups in Lebanon. Although still a marginal movement, it had
already drawnthe attentionof the Wahhabiestablishmentin Saudi Arabia.There is no
doubt that Shaykh Yusuf in Medina did his very best to alert his Saudi hosts. In July
1986, Saudi Arabia's chief Islamic jurist, Shaykh 'Abd al- cAziz bin 'Abdalla bin Baz

(d. 1999), issued a fatwa declaring that: "The association of al-Ahbash is a misguided
group which is outside ahl al-sunna wa-l-jama'a ... No one should rely on their fatwas
because they are deviators and their word contradictsthe Qur'an and the Sunna. No
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one should trust them and all should beware of them and of any group identifiedwith
them."43
The ensuing verbal clash was too extensive to describe systematically.In the early
1990s, it was still nonviolent. In November 1992, for example, the Saudi journal alMuslimun(affiliatedwith CAbdal-'Aziz bin Baz) rana series of articleson the "Strange
Ethiopian"who came alone from Hararand managedto establisha whole new religious
community in Lebanon. Al-Muslimun'sjournalistmanaged to interview Nizar Halabi
and made a central point of the Ahbash attitudetowardwomen. He asked Halabiwhy
they accepted women who did not wear traditionalIslamic dress. The answer was that
the Ahbash prefer women to be active, they can wear jeans ("like in Ethiopia"),and
that the Association took pride in the fact that they encouraged free communication
between the sexes.44 In 1994, the Ahbash-Wahhabiexchanges escalated furtherwhen
Shaykh'Abdallaissued his book in Beirutentitled,The SublimeSayings in Exposingthe
Wrongsof lbn Taymiyya.This was a harshattackon the spiritualfatherof Wahhabism,
in which the head of the Ahbash stated that "Ibn Taymiyya's knowledge was larger
than his brain. He deviated from Islamic consensus on more than sixty issues. He
misled many people and was himself exposed by many scholars as one who spreads
heretical innovations."45In the same book, Shaykh CAbdallaalso attacked 'Abd alWahhabhimself. He accused the founder of the Wahhabiyyaof inventing sayings he
claimed to have been derivedfrom the Qur'anor the Sunna, and attackedhim on issues
such as forbidding cults of tombs and visiting shrines of holy men (a pillar of Sufi
Islam).46The contentionof the followers of Ibn Taymiyyaand of 'Abd al-Wahhab,that
they are salafi, namely, that they follow in the path of the founding fathersof Islam,is
absurd,wrote Shaykh 'Abdalla.Their movement is not salafiyya. It ratherleads believers throughfalse innovationsand away from the formativeexamples of the founding
generations.47

One of many Wahhabiresponses was issued a year later, in 1995. A leader of the
Wahhabisin Sidney, Australia,Abu Suhayb 'Abd al-cAziz al-Maliki, publisheda book
entitled, The SublimeSayings in Exposing the Wrongsof the Ahbash Group.One main
aim of the book was to expose the Ahbash as collaboratorswith non-Muslims. No
wonder,he wrote, that they were praised by the Christiansin Lebanon.They celebrate
together with Christiansas if they were the same nation. They also share their culture.
They cooperatedwith the Christian"Lebanon'sYouth"movementin organizinga "Festival of Joy and Smiles," he wrote sarcastically,"and a band of al-Ahbash, underthe
maestroof ahl al-sunna wa-l-jama'a,JamalShama'a,played Islamicmusic on electronic
drums, to make it sound western."48The book included quotationsabout the Ahbash
by other leaders of Wahhabiand Muslim Brothersgroups in the Middle East. Shaykh
Sacid Sha'ban, for example, the leader of al-Tawhidal-Islami in Lebanon, called the
Ahbash "a group which shed the spirit of Islam," whereas Fikri Ismacil,an official in
the Egyptian Ministryof awqdf lamentedthe schism within ahl al-sunna wa-l-jamd'a
and blamed it all on the Ahbash.There is no precedent,he wrote, for Muslims accusing
such leading scholars of heresy and doing it in such blunt language. He added, "It is
the first time that a foreignercomes from the land of Ethiopia,who is a strangeman in
his conduct and his ideas, and in the style throughwhich he works to tear ahl al-sunna
apart...He is a radicalshucubtwho hates Arabs on one hand, and a shf'Twho bears a
grudge against the sunna on the other."49
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The Wahhabicounterattackis tridimensional.They blame the Ahbash for combining what they consider Sufi polytheism, shirk, with Shici covert anti-Sunna tactics.
The Wahhabisaccuse the Ahbash of endorsing the Shicites' historical enmity with the
Umayyads and add that they do so to cooperate with the Shi'a in combatingthe Sunna.
The Ahbashcontention,the Wahhabissay, thatthey are Ash'aris and thus they represent
Sunniconsensus, is just a cover for subvertingIslam. Shaykh'Abdalla'spersistentpraise
for Arab nationalismwould not be accepted by the Wahhabis.The Ahbash are rather
the enemies of the Arabs, they say, like the early Shucubiyyamovement, which denied
any privilegedposition of the Arabs. Moreover,Shaykh CAbdalla'sclaim to a Qurayshi
origin is false. He is an Ethiopianand a foreigner.50
Wahhabianti-Ahbashcontemporaryliterature,it should be emphasized, turnedonly
rarely to such ethnic, racial arguments.Just as the supportersof the Ahbash the world
over were proudto be namedafterwhat symbolizedthe supraethnicuniversalityof Islam,
so their rivals were cautious not to fall publicly into a racial trap.The origin of Shaykh
'Abdalla is rarely openly held against him, only hinted at indirectly and subtly. One
exception, like this of FikriIsma'il, was the famous salafi preacher,the EgyptianAhmad
Shalabi, who explained why the Ahbash were so narrow-minded:"They do not have a
wide perspectiveon Islamic ideas because theirleader, CAbdalla
al-Habashi,was brought
basic
in
in
an
environment
lacking
religious scholarship,and it was for that
up Ethiopia,
A prominentleader
reasonthathis groupdevelopedon the basis of primitiveconcepts."''51
of the salafi, Wahhabi-orientedmovement in Jordan,Shaykh Abu Malik (Muhammad
Shaqra) attacked Shaykh CAbdallain an Internet interview and described him as "a
skin-diseased, strangerraven." He further suggested that all Ethiopians are as much
himself
infidels as ChristiansandJews.52In counteringsuch arguments,Shaykh CAbdalla
avoids overemphasizingthe ethnic issue. Proud of his Ethiopian-ness,he nevertheless
occasionally preachesaboutIslam's disregardof color. In one of his "Lessonsby Sheikh
series, publishedin Manar al-Huda, he wrote:
CAbdalla"
to look or origin.Usamawas the son of Zaydthe grandson
Theprophetattachedno importance
of Haritha,[whohadbeenan EthiopianfromYemen].TheProphetmarriedZayd,who was his
servant,to UmmAymanthe Ethiopian,who was the Prophet'snurse.Usamawas black.The
ButtheProphet
Prophet'scousinal-Fadlibnal- Abbaswas a handsomefellowandfair-skinned.
to that.Whenhe wouldmakehis wayto Meccahe wouldfirsttakeUsama
attachedno importance
as a companion,becauseUsamahadadoptedIslamearlier.Onlythenwouldhe takeal-Fadl.53
The journal of al-Ahbash, Manar al-Huda, is another platform for conveying their
messages, including their attackson the Wahhabis.These attacksbecame harsherafter
the assassinationof Nizar al-Halabi.The Wahhabiswere now referredto as "extremists"
and "terrorists.""We are not preparedto give in to those who only damage Islam with
their thoughtsand deeds," ran one piece, "we will not allow them to spreadtheir black,
extremeideas."54Readersfrom all over the world send lettersidentifyingwith this stand.
Some denounce the Wahhabisboldly; some more indirectly."Yourjournalis important
in directing the believers on the right path of the Prophet,"wrote a readerfrom India,
"andin fighting the false innovationsand the lies of those deviatorswho believe in the
personificationof God."55
The introductionof the internet added a very vital dimension to this inter-Islamic
battle. The Wahhabi-Ahbashdebate turned into one of the more heated issues on
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various Islamic websites. The Ahbash opened their own website, "The Boat of Salvation" (http://www.safeena.org),alluding perhapsto the boat(s?) that carriedthe first
Muslims to their salvation in Ethiopia. Their rivals counteredby opening the website
http://www.antihabashis.com.In addition to endless variations on the accusations alreadymentioned,the "anti-habashis,"to add one more example, denounceda statement
made by CAdnanal-Tarabulsithat he was ready to make peace with Israel if its conditions met the approvalof an Arab consensus. "Better that the Ahbash make peace
with other Muslims," was the response, "before they make peace with the Jews."56
The Ahbash readiness to accept Jews as legitimate neighbors, almost as they accept
Christians (on the basis of righteousness), was occasionally used by the Wahhabis
against them. In "Exposingthe Wrongs of the Ahbash,"Abu Suhayb al-Malikiquoted
scholars from Beirut who testified that Shaykh 'Abdallahad issued a fatwa duringthe
Israeli invasionof the town in 1982 forbiddingto resist them. Having issued this fatwa,
these scholars said, Shaykh 'Abdalla fled to the Christian-controlledarea of eastern
Beirut.57
Anotherwebsite identifiedwith the Wahhabiyyaaccused the Ahbashof collaborating
with the United States againstIslam. It reportedon an Americansecret document,which
recommended destroying all branches of the Muslim Brothers throughoutthe Arab
world, together with all those who called for a holy war against Israel, and replacing
them with branchesof al-Ahbash.58
POINTS

OF THEOLOGICAL

AND

CONCEPTUAL

DISPUTES

The contemporarybitterconflict between the Ahbashand the Wahhabiyyais overmajor,
principalissues: the unity (or disunity) of Islam on one hand, and how Muslims should
conceive of Christiansand Jews on the other. Beyond those concrete accusationsand
differentconceptualizationsof the "other,"there is a deeper dispute over the essence of
the Islamic "self." Below, we discuss some of the main points over which these rivals
tradeargumentsin the same spirit of mutualintolerance.
The Personificationof God and His Omnipotence
The central fundamentalof the Wahhabiyyais the all-Islamic concept of tawhid, the
uniqueness, oneness, of the omnipotent and ever-involvedGod. (Indeed the Wahhabis
rathercall themselves muwahhidin.) The Ahbash, however, attributeto the Wahhabis,
and to all other salaft movements, the idea thatthey actually conceive God as a human
being. They call themmushabbihan,those who personifyGod throughsuchresemblance,
and thus, in fact, act like mushrikin, pagans.59
One famous case in point are the interpretationsof the Qur'anicsentence describing
God seated (istawa) on his throne after creating the world.6oAccording to Wahhabi
texts, this means thathe sat like a humanbeing (jalasa). Accordingto Shaykh 'Abdalla,
it meant that he took control of the world.6' Based on that, 'Abdalla tries to disprove
the Wahhabicontention that they conceive God as omnipresent.He told his followers:
"They say God is anywhereand not in a defined place, because he is above his throne
and this is not a defined place. But any vacuum has a defined volume, and thus by the
Wahhabiapproachthe volume where God is presentis definable,it has a beginningand
has an end."This is very differentfrom his own interpretation:
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Every object in this world has not been here forever.There was a force which had createdit. This
force has existed forever,it has no beginning.The knowledge of God cannotbe true only through
the belief that this world has a creator that resembles nothing. His volume is not material nor
substantial.It is not big or small, it is not fixed or mobile. It is beyond any materialisticconcept
of volume. Anyone who knows that can know God. Anyone who does not know this is ignorant,
he is not a Muslim nor a believer.
He continued:
The Wahhabisand their predecessors among the mushabbihzinthink that God has a body. They
rely on superficialinterpretationsof Qur'anicsentences and traditions.This superficialitycreates
the impression that God has a body, a movement, a presence in a certain place, he has limbs,
laughter,etc. All these sentences andtraditionshave deepermeanings thanthose superficialinterpretations.
In his lectures, Shaykh CAbdallaoften mocked the Wahhabis on this issue and said that
they "fell into the trap of heresy by such simplistic interpretations."62
The al-Ahbash accuse the Wahhabis of personifying God, but the latter accuse the
former of limiting his abilities. The consensual Islamic concept is that God is omnipotent
("Allahu qadir cali kulli shay'"), but according to a Wahhabi book critical of Shaykh
cAbdalla, he in fact deviated from this consensus when he stated that God could not be an
oppressor or a tyrant, which suggested that there were things beyond God's abilities. The
Wahhabi approach, based on a famous traditional saying, is that God forbade himself to
be oppressive.63

The Wordof the Qur'anand Its EternalNature
The Wahhabis attribute to Shaykh 'Abdalla quotations that they interpret as expressions
of doubt regarding the origin of the Qur'an. They say he follows the contention of the
mu tazila that the Qur'an was created like all other entities and accuse him of suggesting
it is, therefore, not eternal.64
In his responses, Shaykh CAbdalla does not deny the muctazila approach and his
explanation is not fully compatible with the consensus of ahl al-sunna: "The word of
God is a trait inseparable from God himself," he wrote. "It is ancient and eternal, a word
with no specific beginning. Anything which is part of God cannot take the shape of a
letter or a sound."65
Elsewhere, he further explained:
God, the exalted, does not resemble any of his creatures.He has abilities that they do not have, has
will they do not have, has knowledge they do not have, has speech they do not have. God speaks
wordsof no voice or letters,he does not speaklike humanbeings. They speak in letters and voices
because this is a human trait. But it does not befit God to speak like that, and his word is not a
voice or letters. Gabriellistened to His word, understoodit, and passed it on to the prophetsand
the angels.66

Reaching God ThroughCult of Saints
In his lectures and fatwas, Shaykh 'Abdalla encourages his followers to perform the
ziyara, visiting the graves of awliyya', the holy men of early Islam. Reaching God
through intercession (tawassul) is not only a principle that developed to become a main
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characteristic of Sufism but also a custom prevalent among Muslims of all walks of
life.67 It is, however, strictly forbidden by the Wahhabiyya, which considers ziyara an
expression of shirk, paganism. In his writings, Ibn Taymiyya often recycled the tradition
connecting this custom to Christian Ethiopians as a model of heresy:
God's curse on the Jews and the Christianswho turnedthe graves of their prophetsinto houses
of prayer.It was transmittedby the name of 'Aisha that Umm Habibaand Umm Salma [who had
been among the emigrantsto Ethiopia]told the Prophetof a churchthey had seen in Ethiopiawith
paintings in it. He [the Prophet]said: those people, if one of their righteous men died, they built
a house of prayerover his grave and paintedthose paintings in it. These are the worst of human
beings in the eyes of God on the day of insurrection.68
In his book attacking Ibn Taymiyya, Shaykh 'Abdalla preferred not to mention the
Ethiopian point (visiting graves is widespread in Ethiopia's popular Islam), but to turn
to the Wahhabi's home court:
Know that turningto dead saints and holy men for favors and visiting their graves with the aim
of speeding their responses is an old custom of the early Muslims, al-salaf. One proof is thatthe
Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal [the founder of the legal school followed by the Wahhabis]supported
it, which contradictsthe false innovationsintroducedby Ibn Taymiyyaand his followers.... We
have to clarify here thata consensus among the scholarsassertedthe legitimacy of turningto dead
holy men, and that visiting their graves is not shirk, and not forbidden.69
To counter this attack on one of the fundamentals of Wahhabiyya, the antihabashis.com
website responded that the imam al-Shafi'i, founder of the legal school followed by the
Ahbash, had himself forbidden the custom. The scholars of the Ahbash answered by
quoting another tradition attributed to al-Shafi'i, in which he described himself as daily
visiting a holy grave, praying to the saint, and noting that the saint duly responded. They
also immediately added a passage from Ibn Hanbal endorsing ziyara.70
One example often mentioned by the Ahbash of the prevalence of ziydra in the early,
holy period of Islam, is that of Bilal ibn Rabah. Bilal al-Habashi, an Ethiopian slave
emancipated by Abu Bakr, was the fourth man to follow the Prophet (and "the first
fruit of Ethiopia"). He was later the first mucadhdhin and became one symbol of the
purity attributed to Ethiopian Muslims.71 (It was due to him that a traditional saying
asserted that "the caliphate will go to Quraysh, judicial authority to the Auxiliaries, and
the calling for prayers to the Ethiopians."72) It was said of Bilal that, after the death of
the Prophet, he used to visit his grave, prostrate himself, kiss the stone, and pray.73
Rulers, Islam, and Politics
The relationship between religion, state, and politics is undoubtedly the most important
question separating the Ahbash and the Wahhabis. This question can be divided into
two categories: the nature of these relations in countries outside the "land of Islam" and
their relations within it.
When it comes to citizenship in non-Islamic countries, the Ahbash approach is clear:
Muslims should abide by local laws and take an active part in the politics of the host
countries. The principal model, clearly, is the Prophet-najashT story. It was the Prophet
himself who told the early believers that the Christian najashT was a righteous king, and
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he himself ordered them to seek asylum with him, live, and prosper in Christian Ethiopia.
It was Jacfar bin Abi Talib who negotiated with the king and befriended him. As long as
the Ethiopians "left [the Muslims] alone" to live like Muslims, the sahiba supported the
Ethiopian ruler. In the spirit of this precedent, Muslim communities should participate
in the lives and politics of nonoppressive non-Islamic regimes. In the eyes of Shaykh
'Abdalla, all authentic and righteous monotheistic believers are indeed Muslims. There
are Jewish Muslims and Christian Muslims, he explains, and the najcshf was the model
of the latter. As a righteous king, he was of the closest to God, and all Muslims should
learn about him and his humanity.74
The approach of the Islamic fundamentalists and the Wahhabis to cases outside the
land of Islam is, needless to say, the polar opposite.75 Here again, a principal precedent
often discussed is that of the early Muslims and Ethiopia. One example among many is
that of Shaykh Yusuf al-Qaradawi, an exiled Egyptian Islamic thinker, widely regarded
as the supreme religious authority of contemporary Islamic fundamentalism. "Islam will
return to Europe as a conqueror," he wrote in December 2002 in a fatwa. "I maintain
that the conquest this time will not be by the sword but by preaching and ideology."76
On the one hand, al-Qaradawi prohibited Muslims' participation in the 1996 Israeli
parliamentary elections. (He thus caused a split in the Islamic Movement in Israel. The
wing that did participate also relied on the Islamic-Ethiopian precedent.) On the other
hand, al-Qaradawi permitted participation in American elections. In his February 2002
fatwa, he explained:
America is a nationcomposed of immigrantcommunitiesfrom all over the world ... It is a young
country.Its culturalpatternsare still open to influence from Islam. It also provides Islam with an
opportunityto contributeto its growth. It is a countrythat respects the freedoms of all religions
to exist regardlessof some shortcomings.Based on the above mentioned.., .it is incumbentupon
Muslims to participatein politics effectively in America.
The Ethiopian-Islamic
lesson:

precedent, Shaykh al-Qaradawi continued, has a relevant

In order for Muslims to gain their rights in this country,and their positive interactionwith the
nativepeople of this country,it requiresfromus consultationand agreementon the main principles
of Islam, and we should excuse each other on the minor differences. The righteous Companions
of the Prophet set up an example hundreds of years ago when they met to consult each other
on the best response to the critical situation during their migration to Ethiopia... Exactly as
Jacfarb. Abi Talib did in his speech in front of the Najashi, when he stated the principles of
Islam and the differencebetween Islam and darkness.In doing so, Muslims not only gain support
and sympathyof others but an encouragementto others to follow the path of Islam. Muslims in
America shouldfamiliarizethemselveswith the artof communicationandpublic relations.Again,
Jacfar's example... when he ended his speech addressingthe [Ethiopian]king saying, "we have
come to your country,we have chosen you among kings, we seek your neighborhood,and seek
not to be dealt with unjustly.77
Whereas the Ahbash's emphasis is on the human friendliness of the najishi, and potentially of other non-Muslims,78 the fundamentalists' emphasis is on unifying Islamic
action for obtaining rights, spreading influence, and gaining victory. The difference is
sharper when the issue is the relations with rulers within the land of Islam. In practice, we
saw, the Ahbash cooperate politically with the Christians of Lebanon and with the Syrian
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Ba'thistand'Alawi regimes.They praisethe latteras championsof Arabnationalismand
the formeras defendersof Lebanese patriotism.For that, they come underWahhabiattack, accusedof supportingrulerswho arenot Muslims andwho do not make an effortto
apply Islamic law. The Ahbashposition is that,in so doing, they follow in the old pathof
ahl al-sunna wa-l-jama'a and theirscholarswho always preferredstabilityover anarchy
within Islam.79 Shaykh 'Abdallaexplained this approach:"We do not find it necessary
to undermineour rulers and leaders even when they act like tyrants.We do not call to
topple them or disobey them. We consider obeying them as an extension of our obeying
God. It is our duty to do so as long as those rulersdo not try to force us to disobey God."
To strengthenthis argument,the shaykhquotes a saying attributedto the Prophet:"He
who did not like his ruler'sdeeds, let him restrainhimself." The best the believers can
do is "prayto God to amendtheir ways."80
The Wahhabidoctrine recognizes no separationof religion and state. Abu TalalalQasimi, one of the importantWahhabipreachers,delivered one of the many sermons
against the Ahbash supportfor rulerswho themselves had abandonedIslam. He quoted
Shaykh Ahmad Shakir,a well-known mufti:
In manyIslamiccommunities
therearethosewhohavefaithin leaderswhodeviatedfromIslam
Islamiclawexplainingthattheyseek
andwhodo notfollowthesharia. Theseleadersundermine
modernityandprogress.No trueMuslimcansupportsuchactionorallyhimselfwithsuchrulers.
is committinga bluntandanabsolute
Anyonewho does so, plainly,clearlyandunequivocally,
heresy.81
CONCLUSION

Lebanonand Ethiopiabear some historical similarities.They are mountainouscitadels
in which Christiansmanaged to retain their political identity: "Christianislands" in
an "Islamic sea." In Lebanon, as it was reconstructedin 1861, the Christiansenjoyed
hegemony within a multireligious arrangement.For over a hundred years, Lebanon
existed as a model of religious coexistence. This structureand atmospherecame to an
end in the 1970s. The internalinterreligiouspolitic and the cultureof moderationthat
maintainedit were both shattered.The land that used to be a source of inspirationfor
Islamic-Christian dialogue became itself an unstable home for various radicals. The
Ahbash, we have seen, occasionally add to the fire. Their message, however, is one of
flexible Islam, able to redefine variouscultural,social, and theological issues, andable
to coexist peacefully with non-Muslims.
Ethiopia's Christianhegemony was more solid and more ancient. Ethiopia was a
Christianstate for over sixteen centuries, perhapsthe last political entity to integrally
combine the Cross and the Crown, and did so until 1974. Muslims comprised a good
half of the population, but their communities were marginalizedand disunited along
linguistic and ethnic lines. Their Islam was only rarely revitalized to inspire political
action, and very seldom did it seek victory over Christianity.Most Muslims, especially
since the 1880s, conceived themselves first as Ethiopians.Their Islam had vivid Sufi
dimensions,often combinedwith the flexible, soberrationalityneeded for interreligious
coexistence.
Ethiopia'sChristianhegemony collapsed at roughlythe same time as Lebanon's.The
Communistregime of MangistuHaile Mariam,1974-91, systematicallyunderminedthe
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Ethiopianchurch.Although it declaredreligious equality,it also alienatedthe Muslims.
The new regime that came to power in Addis Ababa in 1991 has redefined Ethiopia
as a multiethnic federation and, for the first time in history, energized processes that
enable Muslims to make it into the very core of culture, society, economy, and politics.
The Muslims in today's Ethiopia are in fact quite divided in coping with their own
new momentum.The majoritycontinueto conceive themselves as Ethiopiansfirst. Like
their fellow "Ethiopians"in Lebanon, they aspire to an Ethiopia of open dialogue on
equal footing. Their minority, strong enough to be a rising factor, consider the land
of the najashi an integral part of the land of Islam. The more activist cells, popularly
known as Wahhabiyya,aspire and work toward an Islamic victory. Indirectly at least,
they do benefit from intensive Saudi economic involvementin Ethiopia'syoung market
economy. Thus, the struggle between Shaykh Yusuf al-Harariand Shaykh cAbdallaalHararithatbegan in Ethiopiaof the 1930s has gone full circle throughArabia,Lebanon,
and back. In fact, in 2003, Shaykh 'Abdalla paid another visit to Hararduring which
he distributedan Amharic translationof his anti-Wahhabitext Mukhtasarsharh kitab
al-'Aqida.82In 2004, Shaykh Yusuf also returnedto Harar.Both aging rivals are doing
their very best to energize an already heated struggle in Harar-radiating strongly to
other Muslim communities in the country-between Habashis and Wahhabis,as each
party stigmatizes the other as infidels.
The story of these two old rivalsreflects Islam's globalizationand its discoursetoday.
Until recently,the town of Hararwas a remotemicrocosmos in Africa, seldom connected
to the major centers of Middle EasternIslam. Ethiopia, as both a Christianland and a
country of large Islamic communities, was "left alone" for centuries, mostly ignored
by the greaterIslamic world. Westernscholars, following separateAfrican and Middle
Easternspecializations,tendedto overlookwhatcontacttherewas acrossthe Red Sea and
up the Nile basin.As exemplifiedhere,this is no longerthe case. Whatbeganin the 1930s
as a local quarrelin a forgottenwalled city in Ethiopiahas developed into a prism that
reflects a transcontinental,all-Islamic debate. Readdressingthe formativedichotomies
stemming from the initial episode of ChristianEthiopia as the first foreign relations
case of Islam, the struggle between Shaykh Yusuf and Shaykh 'Abdallahelps to define
some of today's major dilemmas. It helps to clarify the differentconceptualizationsof
the non-Islamic "other"and of the Islamic "self." The debates between Ahbash and
Wahhabisdelve into questions such as the natureof politics, the legitimacy of the nation
state and of ethnic nationalism,the place of women in society, the significance of race
and color, the essence of God and how to reach Him, the legacies of history,the role of
law, and the messages of morality.
What we have reconstructedhere is indeed one dimension of the struggle within
Islam. The confrontationbetween the Ahbash and the Wahhabiyyais arguablyharsher
than the clash between Muslims and non-Muslims. The Ahbash representsa moderate
interpretationthat developed in countries where Muslims experienced lengthy dialogs
with Christians.The Wahhabisdeveloped their puritanconcepts in the desert and recently have combined with branches of the Muslim Brothers to reemerge as leaders
of transnationalfundamentalism.The latter, needless to say, should not be identified
automatically with today's wave of violent radicalism. Militant, terroristIslam is a
different set of concepts whose story is outside our scope here. Yet, if we had to deal
with this aspect, we would also returnto Harar.The "EthiopianIslamic" messages of
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Shaykh CAbdallaand the Wahhabifundamentalismof Shaykh Yusuf are not the only
voices in town. In 1991, young Hamdi Ishaq left his native Hararand, together with
many of his generation,moved to Europe. He changed his name to Hussein cUthman
and, on 21 July 2005, attemptedto blow up a LondonUndergroundstation in protestof
Westernaggression and in the service of Islam's global victory.
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