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Introduction

İbrahim Hussein Dellal is a leading Muslim figure in the post-World War II Australian Muslim community. The National Archives of Australia describes İbrahim as an enthusiastic community leader and philanthropist in “Uncommon Lives: Muslim Journeys”, compilation of material devoted to the history of Muslims in Australia. He has been active in the state of Victoria, starting with his role in bringing Turkish immigrants to Australia and facilitating their settlement. He has a hand in many firsts in the Victorian Muslim community, making him a pioneer in educational institutions and religious organizations. 

İbrahim been linked to Muslim history through lineage. He is the grandson of the last Ottoman mufti of Cyprus, Sheikh Mehmed Aal. The mufti was second in charge after the governor, acting as a supreme judge and heading religious affairs. 

Born in 1932 in Larnaca, Cyprus, İbrahim was surrounded by with Turks, Greeks, Armenians, Jews and Arabs. He was exposed to the mix of faiths and cultures that continues to enrich Cyprus. Growing up in harmony with people of different faiths and cultures gave rise to his love of humanity and belief in coexistence. 

Religion and spirituality were like the blood running in the veins of İbrahim’s family. Children were named after prophets or relatives of the prophets. In a household where religious education began early, children understood the necessity of a higher purpose. At the age of five, İbrahim and his brother saw a vision of themselves in the sky building a mosque in a beautiful country. This vision would come true in 2001 in Australia.

İbrahim’s parents, especially his mother, raised their sons to be Osmanli Efendisi, an Ottoman gentleman. He was raised to be loyal to his faith and dedicated to his community. The world and all of its inhabitants belong to God, and hence need to be honored and protected. A human’s duty is to serve others, regardless of differences, through good endeavors and kind acts. 

He attended the American Academy, a Baptist missionary school, and graduated from the British Technology Institute, both in Cyprus. The influence of his Western education clashed at times with his traditional upbringing based on Islam, service, and Turkish patriotism. 

İbrahim emigrated to Melbourne, Australia, in 1950, following his brothers, in search of a better life. There were few Muslims and no Islamic organizations and mosques in Melbourne. İbrahim was still a young man, adapted to the dominant Western culture and lifestyle. It was not until 1956 when İbrahim met with more Muslims that he returned to his spiritual and cultural roots. Together with the passion instilled in him by his parents and the efforts of the local Muslims, including leading Muslims of Victoria, such as Sheikh Fehmi al-Imam and Dr. Abdul Khaliq Kazi, İbrahim established or assisted with the establishment of many religious, educational, and cultural organizations, holding major roles in each:


	Cypriot Turkish Society (1956)

	Islamic Society of Victoria (1957)

	Preston Mosque (1962)

	Australian Federation of Islamic Societies (AFIS) (1964)

	Coburg Mosque (1971)

	Thomastown Mosque (1972)

	Western Thrace Society and Prahran Mosque (1974)

	Australian Federation of Islamic Councils (AFIC) (1976)

	Halal Meat Committee (Chairman) (1976)

	Cypriot Turkish Islamic Society (1986)

	Selimiye Foundation (1991)

	Işık College (seven campuses in Victoria) (1997)

	Sunshine Mosque (2001)



Due to their roles in establishing the first permanent Muslim organizations, Sheikh Fehmi and Dr. Kazi are also essential figures in Australian Muslim history deserving biographies of their own. While, Sheikh Fehmi’s ability to draw from his memories has greatly weakened, Dr. Kazi has contributed to this biography. 

In his earlier years in Victoria, İbrahim encountered the grandchildren of the last Afghan camel riders and Muslim immigrants who arrived after the First World War. He eagerly listened to their stories and orally transmitted them to the Muslims who would arrive in later years. He wanted to keep their stories alive because of their contribution to mapping the Australian terrain in the mid-nineteenth century. 

He played a major role in the late 1960s in bringing Turkish immigrants to Australia and in helping them to settle in their new homeland. Moreover, İbrahim made substantial contributions to Australia, founding numerous organizations and earning Australia billions of dollars through the export of halal (Islamically permissible) meat to Muslim countries. His contributions led to him being awarded the Silver Jubilee Medal by Queen Elizabeth in 1977. In 2007, İbrahim’s name appeared on the Queen’s Birthday Honors List as a Member in the General Division of the Order of Australia.

Throughout his years of leadership and representation of Muslims in Australia, İbrahim met with prominent political and religious leaders, such as Iranian spiritual leader, Great Ayatollah Khomeini, Indonesian president, Abdurrahman Wahid, Australian Prime Minister, Kevin Rudd, Turkish Prime Minister, Tayyip Erdogan, head of the Ministry of Religious Affairs of the Turkish Republic, Tayyar Altıkulaç, global Sufi leader, Sheikh Nazım al-Qubrisi, and global Turkish Muslim spiritual leader, Fethullah Gülen. 

Due to his involvement in formation of the halal1 meat industry and expansion to an export trade, he had opportunities to meet with ministers in Australia, Indonesia, Iran, Algeria, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and the United Arab Emirates. 

İbrahim’s meeting with Turkish scholar and global spiritual leader, Fethullah Gülen, in 1991 was a focal point in his life. Gülen was the inspiration that İbrahim had been seeking for many years. He internalised Gülen’s views on education and community service through compassion. To him, Gülen is a contemporary Jalal ad-Din Rumi, a 13th century Muslim mystic whose poems on love and spirituality are among the most read in the Unites States. Henceforth, İbrahim committed himself to educating Muslim youth. 

İbrahim’s love of community service had been instilled in him by his parents while being raised in the multi-faith mix of Cyprus. To serve the community was a source of honour and pride for his family due to the emphasis of service in Islam, where it is perceived as a form of worship, and in Turkish culture, where it is a fundamental value. The culture of service and hospitality is the legacy of İbrahim’s parents. İbrahim has taken this on as his inheritance, and has made it his life’s work. For İbrahim, serving others is an act of worship. After he encountered the Gülen Movement, a global faith-based educational movement, his love for giving and working for others developed even further, especially in the field of education.

Not all agreed with İbrahim’s actions and views. He was criticized by some Muslim community leaders and members and accused of being an opportunist and hypocrite. Yet his gentle nature and dislike of conflict prevented him from even responding. İbrahim is a man who prefers to slowly build trust and he treats others with compassion. It is due to these characteristics that there are so many who admire and love him. 

In his seventies, he still does not consider retiring from his volunteer work. Despite the fact that he officially retired in 1991 from the telecommunication industry, he continues to work as a volunteer six days a week. The thought of decreasing the time he spends helping others does not appeal to him. “If I don’t do this, I will die. It is a part of my life, and I will do this until my last breath,” he said. He prays twice a day to God, asking God to lengthen his life and grant him health so that he may continue to serve the various communities in Australia. He added, “If I had one more life to live, I would use it to appeal to wealthy persons and try to convince them to spend their entire wealth on educating lower-class children.” İbrahim believes that “a peaceful society and a good economy are based on a good education with moral values.” 

There is a part of İbrahim, specifically spiritual life, that will remain a mystery. As is the habit of many pious and sincere individuals, İbrahim hesitated to reveal this side of himself, not only out of humility, but also out of fear of being misunderstood. I persuaded him to provide at least some insight into this area in order to help future generations to see that there is another dimension that inspires his community activism and struggle. Judging by his tone and words, I feel that the little that he did reveal to me was only the tip of the iceberg.

Married to an Irish-Australian woman and the father of three daughters, İbrahim still lives in Victoria and continues to serve the community primarily through education and interfaith dialogue. He has long since devoted himself to the Australian community through volunteer work. 

The idea of writing this book came when I traveled with İbrahim to Canada and the United States for a retreat and an academic conference. Through our conversations over the 10-day trip, I discovered that İbrahim was “a living history” of the Australian Muslim community. He had witnessed the growth of the Muslim population and struggles to settle and integrate into Australia. His memory was weakening due to old age, so it was essential that his precious experiences with Australia’s Muslims were documented for the benefit of Australia and Australian Muslims. 

İbrahim was very happy with the idea of a biography because he hoped future generations would remember and understand the difficulties and joys experienced by Muslims who established organizations, and built mosques and educational institutions in Australia. 

I began interview sessions with him, and contacted him many times through phone calls to ask for dates or missing information. I arranged interviews with his family members, relatives, close friends, and colleagues. Together, we made visits to significant historical sites. He let me review his collection of pictures, newspaper clippings, letters, official documents, and video clips. I perused through local ethnic and national newspapers for mention of İbrahim.

Readers will find the stories from his community efforts to be fascinating, and, at times, humorous, and his various experiences to be treasures of wisdom. Within these pages, the politicians and spiritual leaders that İbrahim admires and interacted with are named, and the organisations İbrahim dedicated himself are listed. This book will be of interest to all Australians, young and old, because his life is a success story, not in terms of wealth, but in contributions to the community. İbrahim lived in Australia, but his memories are an inspiration to anyone, anywhere who seeks to read a fascinating life story.

        I offer my sincere gratitude to İbrahim. He patiently answered my enquiries as I prodded him for details. I would also like to thank his family, relatives, close friends, and colleagues for further enhancing the portrait of İbrahim presented in the following pages. I would like to express my appreciation to İbrahim, Dr. Abdul Khaliq Kazi, and Asiye Aceyoğlu for providing pictures.


1    Halal means anything permissible in Islam. In reference to foods, Islam has laws regarding which foods can be consumed, and regulations on the slaughter of animals for consumption. For example, pork and alcohol are not halal, and so is not consumed. Animals that are not slaughtered according to Islamic regulations are also not considered halal. 
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İbrahim’s Roots

İbrahİm’s Roots

The Sick Man of Europe Is Dying

İbrahim can trace his genealogy in Cyprus to the mid-nineteenth century, the era of the Ottoman Empire’s decline. His family was among the respected Ottoman families in Cyprus, and remained as a noble family after the annexation of Cyprus by the British Empire in 1878. 

In the late nineteenth century, the Empire was affected by economic troubles, social unrest, and ethnic rebellions. The great Empire which used to be a leading economic and political power, lost its power after Europe prevailed with the Industrial Revolution. The Empire’s budget deficit was huge and the Ottoman state could not repay the lending nations. Attempts at financial reform failed to revitalize the Empire’s economy. European nations were enjoying a period of economic prosperity due the technological advancements that occurred during the Industrial Revolution.

The sultanate was losing its soft power over its territory and allies, and its military weakened due to being behind technologically. Nationalists in the Arab nations rose against Ottoman officials and engaged in guerrilla warfare. Egypt was attempting to sever its ties with the dying Empire.

After three centuries of Ottoman control, Cyprus had been taken over by the British Empire. The Greeks, Bulgarians, Albanians, and Bosnians within the Empire rebelled as nationalistic influences were on the rise. The Armenians, who were once called Milleti Sadika, “Loyal Nation”, were aided by Russia and received weapons to fight against the Ottoman army, and nationalist Turks and Kurds. The Ottomans’ military power was insufficient to cope with the European states due to general conditions within the Empire2. 

There was disunity, arguments, and betrayals among Ottoman paşa’s (generals), governors, religious leaders, and corrupt local authorities contributed to the unrest. Public trust was diminishing towards the state and judicial system. Nationalistic movements and philosophy brew ethnic divisions in the intellectual community. 

There were two major groups fighting for power within the Ottoman Empire: Ittihat ve Terakki Cemiyeti (The Committee of Union and Progress or CUP) and Pan-Islamists. The CUP was pro-Western and in favour of reforming administration and educational systems within the Empire. It was lead by secularists who wanted to separate religion and state and some ultra-secularists who wanted to eradicate any political relation with religion. Even within the groups, there were major divisions. The CUP included communists, republicans, and those who wanted to retain the sultanate but with limited power. Another subgroup was the pan-Turks who desired to break off from the non-Turkish nations within the empire, and form a discrete Turkish state. 

The second group was the Pan-Islamists who wanted to unite Muslims all over the world against Russia and the European nations3, the two dominant powers at that time. They were sharply divided into reformists, traditionalists, and Sufis4. They failed to accommodate the changes brought on by modernity.

In 1876, Abdul Hamid II was appointed Sultan of the Ottoman Empire. Due to his diplomatic and politics skills (e.g., his effective use of the Yildiz Teşkilati, (an intelligence agency that he established) and his support of the Pan-Islamism movement, he was able to slow but not stop the inevitable collapse of the Empire. Pan-Islamism was the Sultan’s principal political strategy for regaining Muslim support and combating internal and external threats to the Ottoman Empire5, including European powers who were attempting to re-take Cyprus through the establishment of secret relations with its Christian population6. The Sultan did not want to lose Ottoman influence over Cyprus, even though it was annexed by the British Empire in 1878.

The Sultan chose loyal, patriotic, and religious figures and appointed them to critical political and military posts (such as governors, caliphate representatives, army captains, and religious leaders); however, not all remained loyal to him. He trusted them to help him regain Ottoman soft power and strengthen ties between local centres of power and the imperial government. Moreover, he intended to assume a central leadership role within the Pan-Islamic movement. 

“The diversionary tactic was partially successful in stimulating Muslim favour against the Christian nationalists within and without the empire.”7 Some imams, Sufi masters, and spiritual leaders throughout the Muslim world began to mention the name of the Sultan during the Friday sermons, even in distant lands outside the Ottoman Empire such as the Philippines and South Africa. For the minority Muslims living in colonized lands, mentioning the Sultan’s name was an indication of loyalty to the Empire. 

In the late nineteenth century, ethnic nationalism was widespread. There were uprisings by the Albanians, Bosnians, Serbs, Armenians, Greeks, and Arabs living under the control of the Ottoman Empire. The CUP policies reflected a growing Turkish nationalism or pan-Turkism. This sparked reactionary movements, like pan-Arabism. When the Ottoman system and philosophy of Ummah (Muslim community) failed to revitalise the Empire, Arab nations turned to unity through language and expanded tribalism.
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