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THE Finance Mnistry building in Al Kanaa street in Baghdad | ooks as
desol ate as any other government building. It was not spared the ravages
of the invasion but the danage is not as extensive as others.

There is, however, a local |ore about the building which was built in
the early 1980s. An lraqgi driver said the building was designed by an
I srael i engineer.

"He decided to design on top of the building, the shape of the Star of
David (the synbol of Israel) as a tribute to his honeland. Some tine after
the buil ding was conpleted, Saddam (Hussein), who was in a helicopter
flying above the building, noticed the synbol and directed the security
forces to arrest the engineer. They said he was a spy for Tel Aviv and he
was executed."

Such tales are conmonplace in lrag after the fall of Saddam

But the intrigues in Iraq did not end after the collapse of the Saddam
Government. |f anything, they seened to take greater proportions amd the
chaos, | awl essness and the | eadershi p vacuum

Many lraqis have started turning to the nosques and the inans.

And the imans seenmed to have risen to the occasion - extending confort,
advi ce and even |eading peaceful denpnstrations against the US occupation
But not all the imanms or religious personalities were well-received or

their advice accepted.

Such is the tale of London-based Shei kh Abdul Mjid Al -Khoei, a
respected Shia |eader who was active in the Iraqgi intifada (uprising)
agai nst Saddam in 1991.

He returned to Najaf, the holy Shia city some 160km south of Baghdad,
after the Angl o-Anerican troops started pushing towards the capital

Sonme witers stated that the 50-year-old Sheikh Majid first tried to
encourage the Shias to support the Americans and British and then
di scovered that such ideas did not go down well with his comunity.

He changed his stand, urging the Shias to remain neutral, and two days
|ater, he was stabbed to death at the Imam Ali bin Abi Talib's npbsque

It is widely speculated that he had been killed because of his close
association with the British Governnent and because he had m scal cul ated
the sentinents of the Shias.

It seened he failed to realise that the Shias' hatred for Saddam did not
extend to their supporting the invading troops.

But Shei kh Mohaned Majid Al Emiri, a Shia imam of a nosque in Al Daura
in the outskirts of Baghdad, disnissed the notion, saying Sheikh Myjid was
st abbed due to mstaken identity as he was sitting next to the intended
target.

VWhat ever the theory over Sheikh Majid s death, the fact remains that
even religious | eaders are not spared from being targets of political
assassi nati ons.

It was then not surprising to see the leading Sunni imamin Iraq, Sheikh
Ahrmad Abed Al Qubeishi being surrounded by bodyguards while at his office
or when he finished delivering his Friday sernmon at the npbsque of Sheikh
Abdul Qadir Jailani in central Baghdad.

I medi ately after the prayers ended, Sheikh Ahnad |led the najority Sunni
congregation and, joined by the Shias, led a denobnstration along the
streets of Baghdad.

It was the second consecutive denonstration after the Friday prayers he



| ed.

"It is not a protest against the Anericans per se. Qur denonstrations
are to remnd the Anericans that they should fix what they have danaged in
Iraqg,"” said Sheikh Ahmad in an interview.

However, when asked about his personal sentinents about the Anericans
and British, Sheikh Ahmad said: "Wrds cannot describe ny rage and anger
for what they have done to Iraqg.

"I fear we will end up |ike Afghani stan.

The US administration does not care about rebuilding the Iraq it has
destroyed. "

Despite the people rallying around him as they search for someone to
fill up the |eadership vacuum Shei kh Ahnad, |ike many other Iraqi

religious personalities interviewed, has no political anbitions.

Asked why not, Sheikh Ahnmad said in the usual |ong-w nded, anal ogy-
filled reply of an Arabic speaker:

"I amnot even fit to be a soldier, let alone a general. My heart feels
for ny people, the innocent children and the burden is too heavy for nme to

carry."

And finally the reply:

"I amnot interested in becomng a politician. | hope to see an Arab
| eader rise fromthis crisis. I do not want a religious man to lead this
nation. | want soneone like Malaysia's Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr

Mahat hir Mohamad to rule Iraqg."
H's reply surprised the Malaysian journalists interviewing him

He chuckl ed and said: "I was in Malaysia for a few nonths in 1997. Wen
| was there, | was proud to be a Muslim It has a good system If | can
have a say in the rebuilding of Iragq, | would want the new prinme mnister

or president of this nation to make Ml aysia the nodel."

This aversion to be political |eaders anong the religious personalities
seens to be preval ent anmong nost of the Iragi nullahs

Shia imam of Al Daura Shei kh Mohaned Majid, despite being the guardian
and defender of his congregation amd the chaos, said that he was not
interested at all in being in office of politics.

"If | am offered a post in the Cabinet, |I will turn it down. | amonly
interested in assisting nmy people rebuild their Iives.

"The task of rebuilding the nation should go to the technocrats and
adm nistrators. ™"

A simlar reply came from Shei kh Miayad Al Adham, the Sunni imam
of the renowned |Inam Abu Hanifa nosque in the Adhawi ya district, also in
Baghdad.

Anot her, Sheikh Hafiz Zidan A Ubaidi, the aggressive Sunni inmam of the
Al Argam nosque, also in the Al Daura district, was not concerned about
political positions.

"If we have an Arab | eader who is a good Muslim it is sufficient. My
role is to support himand if there is need to to oust the Americans,
shall rally our congregation, declare jihad and back the |eader all the
way. "

Such is the conmitnent of the imans in playing the supporting role to
the political leader that it is not surprising that the possibility of
Irag turning into another lIran seens quite renote.

Shei kh Ahnmed put it quite succinctly:

"The only way this country can be ruled effectively is to have a Cabi net
with a bal anced representation between the Sunnis and Shias. If any sect
domi nates the Government, the leadership will not be effective."

Shei kh Miuayad, however, said there was a nore sinister notive behind the
perception that the Shias and Sunnis were trying to outdo each other in
securing power in lraq.



"There is no such thing as the Sunnis going against the Shias. It has
been systematically planted by the Western nedia and American intelligence
operatives that there is such a rift between us.

"W are all Muslins and we have been practising our religion according
to our different sects while respecting each other."

Such sentinents are echoed by Shia Shei kh Mohaned Majid of Al Daura, who
said it did not matter whether the new | eader of Iraq is a Shia or Sunni
so long as he is a good Mislim

In this, Sheikh Ahnmed said, lies the role of the lraqi i mans.

"It is up to us to unite the Shias and Sunnis. | believe it is heading
towards that as evident during our denonstrations in which followers of
both sects joined hands to protest against the Anericans.”

Most Iraqis believe that the good thing that has energed fromthe
i nvasion was the growing unity between the Sunnis and Shias which
toget her, nmake up al nost 97 per cent of the popul ation.

Despite all the positive signs, Sheikh Ahnmed was quite pessimstic about
the future.

"The powerful nations which back Israel do not want to see Iraq becone a
nation. They want to see it divided so that they can fulfil the decree in
the A d Testanment that Babel nust be destroyed.

"lraq is Babel and that's what their mssionis - to wipe Irag fromthe
face of the earth.”

A bl eak analysis by a | eading mullah.

But lrag has prevailed against the |ikes of Hulagu Khan, Tanerlane and
ot her powerful barbaric rules in the past.

Said an lragi: "Wat is another foreign rule, barbaric or otherw se?"

I ndeed, they can only occupy the nation but never the people.
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