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FOREWORD

The economic, political, strategic and cultural dynamism in Southeast 
Asia has gained added relevance in recent years with the spectacular 
rise of giant economies in East and South Asia. This has drawn 
greater attention to the region and to the enhanced role it now plays in 
international relations and global economics.

The sustained effort made by Southeast Asian nations since 1967 
towards a peaceful and gradual integration of their economies has 
had indubitable success, and perhaps as a consequence of this, most 
of these countries are undergoing deep political and social changes 
domestically and are constructing innovative solutions to meet new 
international challenges. Big Power tensions continue to be played out 
in the neighbourhood despite the tradition of neutrality exercised by the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN).

The Trends in Southeast Asia series acts as a platform for serious 
analyses by selected authors who are experts in their fields. It is aimed at 
encouraging policymakers and scholars to contemplate the diversity and 
dynamism of this exciting region.

THE EDITORS

Series Chairman:
Choi Shing Kwok

Series Editor:
Ooi Kee Beng

Editorial Committee:
Daljit Singh
Francis E. Hutchinson
Norshahril Saat
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Prospects and Challenges in 
Promoting Humanitarian Islam: 
Nahdlatul Ulama’s International 
Social Partnerships

By Sara Loo and A’an Suryana

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
•	 Humanitarian Islam refers to the efforts of Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) to 

promote peaceful coexistence among people of different faiths in the 
world, with a focus on rahmah (universal love and compassion).

•	 The main vehicles for promoting Humanitarian Islam have been 
North Carolina-registered non-governmental organizations (NGOs), 
namely Bayt ar-Rahmah (Home of the Divine Grace) and the Center 
for Shared Civilizational Values. Key advocates of this campaign 
include current Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) chairman Yahya Cholil 
Staquf and North Carolina native Holland Taylor.

•	 The Humanitarian Islam message promoted under Yahya Cholil 
Staquf’s leadership goes back to the philosophy of Abdurrahman 
Wahid (Gus Dur) and NU’s promotion of Islam Nusantara under 
Said Aqil Siroj’s chairmanship. It focuses on recontextualizing 
orthodox religious teachings through the establishment of various 
inter- and intra-religious partnerships globally.

•	 NU and Bayt ar-Rahmah leaders have witnessed early-stage 
successes in promoting the Humanitarian Islam vision to forge ties 
with other large religious organizations across the world such as the 
Imam Warith Deen Muhammad (IWDM) community and World 
Evangelical Alliance through utilizing universal vocabularies such 
as indigeneity, human dignity and humanitarian Islam.

•	 However, precisely owing to the broad, catch-all nature of 
this concept, NU faces, among others, three communications-
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related challenges in implementing the Humanitarian Islam 
concept—within NU, among the grassroots, and with its partners. 
Ethnographic work and interviews with NU leaders, Gerakan 
Pemuda Ansor members, NU’s partners and the grassroots reveal 
that the vision suffers from a lack of clarity and buy-in beyond a 
select few leaders.
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1 Sara Loo is Research Officer at the ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute, Singapore. 
A’an Suryana is Visiting Fellow in the Regional Social and Cultural Studies 
Programme (RSCS) at the ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute, Singapore, and 
Lecturer in Political Science at Universitas Islam Internasional Indonesia (UIII), 
Depok, Indonesia. Fieldwork was funded by the Tun Dato Sir Cheng Lock Tan 
MA scholarship of which Sara Loo is a recipient.
2 The translation of rahmah as universal love and compassion is taken from the 
Bayt ar-Rahmah website. See Bayt ar-Rahmah, “Humanitarian Islam”, https://
baytarrahmah.org/humanitarian-islam/. The full name of Bayt ar-Rahmah and the 
given translation provide further context of how the term is understood by those 
who promote Humanitarian Islam: Bayt ar-Rahmah li ad-Da‘wa al-Islamiyyah 
Rahmatan li al-‘Alamin (Home of Divine Grace for Revealing and Nurturing 
Islam as a Blessing for All Creation).

Prospects and Challenges in 
Promoting Humanitarian Islam: 
Nahdlatul Ulama’s International 
Social Partnerships

By Sara Loo and A’an Suryana1

INTRODUCTION
In the run-up to the Nahdlatul Ulama chairmanship election in 2021, 
Yahya Staquf wanted the Indonesian Muslim organization to continue 
helping raise the living standard of its community. At the same time, he 
wished for the organization to promote humanitarian Islam. Humanitarian 
Islam broadly refers to NU’s efforts to promote peaceful coexistence 
among people of different faiths in the world, with a focus on rahmah 
(universal love and compassion).2 The main vehicles for promoting 
this vision on the global stage are North Carolina-registered non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) Bayt ar-Rahmah and the Center for 
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Shared Civilizational Values. These NGOs serve as “international hubs” 
with vast networks which facilitate the establishment of international 
social partnerships.3

While the concept of Humanitarian Islam was officially launched in 
2017, Yahya Staquf pursued this vision more actively only after he was 
elected NU chairman in 2021.4 Among others, the vision of Humanitarian 
Islam materialized through the Religion Twenty (R20) meeting. NU was 
the backbone for organizing this meeting on the sidelines of the G20 
meeting held in Bali in 2022. At the meeting, religious leaders from both 
G20 member and non-member countries gathered in Bali to discuss how 
religion could be used to promote peace in the world. Nahdlatul Ulama 
has also been establishing partnerships with various Muslim and non-
Muslim religious organizations as part of the Humanitarian Islam vision, 
including with the US-based African American Imam Warith Deen 
Muhammad (IWDM) community and the World Evangelical Alliance. 
NU continues to promote peace in Afghanistan.

While there has been some media coverage on Humanitarian 
Islam, scholarly works that address the topic of Humanitarian Islam 
have only just started to emerge.5 These include the edited volume by 

3 Sara Loo, in-person interview with Yahya Cholil Staquf, Secretary-General of 
Nahdlatul Ulama, 3 July 2023. Yahya shared that the reason for being located 
in North Carolina is favourable laws for foreigners, allowing them to maintain 
control over NGOs. However, choosing to use these NGOs as vehicles for 
promoting Humanitarian Islam rather than the Executive Board of Nahdlatul 
Ulama (PBNU) itself also speaks to the long-standing issue of NU perceiving 
itself to be traditionally peripheral in discussions of Global Islam.
4 The Gerakan Pemuda Ansor Declaration on Humanitarian Islam was adopted 
at the International Gathering of Ulama held on 21–22 May 2017 at Pondok 
Pesantren Bahrul ‘Ulum, Tambak Beras in Jombang, East Java. See Gerakan 
Pemuda Ansor, “Letter of Instruction Regarding Gerakan Pemuda Ansor 
Declaration on Humanitarian Islam”, 13 May 2017, https://www.baytarrahmah.
org/media/2017/Gerakan-Pemuda-Ansor_Declaration-on-Humanitarian-Islam.
pdf
5 For media articles, see, for example, Joe Cochrane, “Indonesians Seek to 
Export a Modernized Vision of Islam”, New York Times, 1 May 2017, https://
www.nytimes.com/2017/05/01/world/asia/indonesia-islam.html; Jakarta Post,
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Rüdiger Lohlker and Katharina Ivanyi, Humanitarian Islam: Reflecting 
on an Islamic Concept, and a descriptive article by Murat Kaçer, both 
published in 2023.6 Our article on the prospects and challenges of 
promoting Humanitarian Islam fills a gap in the existing literature. On 
one level, it extends arguments put forth by Lohlker on pribumisasi 
Islam (indigenization of Islam) within Indonesia by showing how 
the vocabulary of indigeneity employed by NU finds synergy with 
organizations like the IWDM community in the US, which similarly 
positions itself as “indigenous” and “native”. Through drawing on 
original interview data with NU and IWDM leaders, this article sheds 
light on the type of partnerships that have and can occur as part of the 
Humanitarian Islam campaign. On another level, through analysing 
primary data—interviews, documents, and ethnographic work—our 
article demonstrates that the challenges NU faces are not just ideological 
as suggested by Kaçer but also practical. Kaçer, through analysing 
documents from 2014 to 2018 on Bayt ar-Rahmah’s website, pointed 
to two potential sources of tension in promoting Humanitarian Islam: 
firstly, those aligned with the Ahl al-Sunnah community who have been 
resistant towards discussions on reform within the Islamic faith; secondly, 
pushback towards collaborating with non-Muslims and other religious 
communities.7 While these ideological challenges may be present in 
certain projects under the large umbrella of Humanitarian Islam, our 
findings reveal practical challenges in implementing international social 

“Humanitarian Islam Movement Begins in East Java”, 25 July 2017, https://
www.thejakartapost.com/news/2017/05/25/humanitarian-islam-movement-
begins-in-east-java.html. For commentaries, see James M. Dorsey, “The Battle 
for the Soul of Islam: A Game of Seduction”, Modern Diplomacy, 2 March 
2024, https://moderndiplomacy.eu/2024/03/02/the-battle-for-the-soul-of-islam-
a-game-of-seduction/
6 Murat Kaçer, “Religion and Politics in Indonesia: The Case of Humanitarian 
Islam”, Asya Araştırmaları Uluslararası Sosyal Bilimler Dergisi 7, no. 2 (2023): 
181–94.; Rüdiger Lohlker and Katharina Ivanyi, eds., Humanitarian Islam: 
Reflecting on an Islamic Concept (Leiden: Brill, 2023).
7 Kaçer, “Religion and Politics in Indonesia”, p. 188.
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partnerships as part of the Humanitarian Islam campaign. This article 
also complements the work of Kyle Wisdom who examined activities of 
Humanitarian Islam and the partnership with Christian organizations to 
build peace and shared civilizational values, as we further draw attention 
to challenges faced in implementing intra-faith partnerships within the 
Muslim community.8

Early-stage successes can be seen from NU leaders promoting the 
Humanitarian Islam vision to forge partnerships with other large religious 
organizations across the world. Of note is the method of using universal 
vocabularies such as indigeneity, human dignity and humanitarian Islam 
to highlight common positionality between NU and other organizations. 
Using these broad ideas and vocabulary consistent with the language 
of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights facilitates international 
social partnerships with various communities. As it is still a bit too early 
to assess whether the vision has been successful, this article focuses on 
the prospects and challenges that NU faces in building social partnerships 
to promote Humanitarian Islam.

Discussing the challenges is important because the Humanitarian 
Islam vision, if implemented successfully, has the potential to bring about 
peace among and within different religious communities, a pressing 
need given persisting inter- and intra-faith conflicts. Even as scholars 
have cautioned against the essentialized and essentializing categories of 
“Humanitarian Islam” positioned against “Arab Islam”, they recognize 
that the “call for more inclusive political and social engagement, in itself, 
seems positive.”9 Discussing the Humanitarian Islam campaign also 
draws attention to NU which is, by many measures, the largest Islamic 
organization in Indonesia and some would even claim, the world.10 NU 

8 Kyle Wisdom, “Indonesia’s Hospitable Democracy”, International Journal of 
Asian Christianity 5, no. 2 (2022): 241–56, https://doi.org/10.1163/25424246-
05020007
9 Lohlker and Ivanyi, eds., Humanitarian Islam, p. 2.
10 See Robin Bush, Nahdlatul Ulama and the Struggle for Power Within Islam 
and Politics in Indonesia (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2009), 
p. 2.
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has been shaping the social, religious and political life of millions of 
Indonesians since it was founded in 1926. As a massive Indonesia-based 
traditionalist11 socio-religious organization which boasts a following 
of approximately 90 million people, it comprises vast interconnected 
networks of Islamic boarding schools (pesantren), mosques, schools, 
universities, youth groups, women, hospitals, and more.12 While the 
majority of its follower base remains rural and concentrated on the island 
of Java, its presence can be tangibly felt in urban centres as well. NU’s 
white-on-green logo plasters some 23,372 pesantren (Islamic boarding 
schools), 22,000 madrasah (Islamic schools), 254 higher education 
institutes, and 521 branches across Indonesia.13

From time to time, the organization has produced the largest pool 
of Indonesian Islamic religious leaders (ulama), and it has often been 
involved in politics. Votes of NU followers contributed to the victory of 
Joko Widodo and Prabowo Subianto in their quests for the presidency in 
the 2014, 2019, and 2024 presidential elections. Joko Widodo appointed 
Ma’ruf Amien, the most respected figure of NU to be his running mate in 
the run-up to the 2019 presidential election; this move proved effective 
as the votes of NU followers decisively contributed to his victory in 
the election. In addition, NU’s influence is not limited by Indonesia’s 
borders; in dozens of countries outside of Indonesia, NU’s cabang 

11 In Indonesia, and works on Indonesia, “traditionalist” refers to a religious strand 
in Indonesia which emphasizes preserving traditionally established local rituals 
and scholarship. The term is used to distinguish it from reformist strands of Islam. 
See, for example, Robert W Hefner, Civil Islam: Muslims and Democratization 
in Indonesia (Princeton, NJ; Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2000).
12 Bush, Nahdlatul Ulama and the Struggle for Power Within Islam and Politics 
in Indonesia, p. 2.
13 Zezen Zaenal Mutaqin, “Mengimajinasikan NU”, Religion Twenty: 
Moderatisme, Kemanusiaan Dan Perdamaian Global, edited by Eko Ernada, 
Ridwan al-Makassary, and Achmad Ubaedillah (Yogyakarta: Aswaja Pressindo, 
2023), p. 30.
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istimewa (special branches) cater to both the Indonesian diaspora and the 
international community.14

This article argues that owing to the broad, catch-all nature of the 
Humanitarian Islam concept, NU faces three communications-related 
challenges in promoting it: first, a lack of clarity in the vision beyond a 
select few leaders; second, the vision indulges in fancy and idealism, and 
so it does not appeal to the grassroots and even many NU intellectuals; 
third, the decentralized nature of its partners hinders the dissemination of 
the vision across partner organizations.

This article comprises four parts. The first part unpacks Humanitarian 
Islam and how this concept distinguishes itself from other similar 
concepts being promoted by earlier cadres of NU, including the 
Islam Nusantara vision. To do this, this article traces the evolution of 
Humanitarian Islam, comparing a few conferences held since 1965 to 
illustrate the similarities and differences of the current vision under Yahya 
Cholil Staquf. The second section looks at how NU under Yahya Staquf 
implements the concept of Humanitarian Islam, especially regarding 
social partnerships to promote peaceful coexistence among different 
religious communities. This section elaborates on three case studies 
relating to NU’s international partnerships with other organizations: the 
partnership between NU and the US-based primarily African American 
Imam Warith Deen Muhammad (IWDM) community, international 
forums such as the Religion 20 (R20), and NU’s efforts in promoting 
peace in Afghanistan. The third section discusses challenges being faced 
by NU in implementing the Humanitarian Islam concept. The final 
section provides recommendations and concludes the piece.

1. UNPACKING “HUMANITARIAN 
ISLAM”: THE EVOLUTION OF THE 
HUMANITARIAN ISLAM CONCEPT
At Indonesia’s largest Islamic organization Nahdlatul Ulama’s 34th 
Muktamar (conference) in 2021, newly elected General Chairman Kyai 

14 Ibid.
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Haji Yahya Cholil Staquf invited all members to not only understand 
NU as their identity, but also to be “pembawa mandat peradaban” 
(“bearers of the mandate of civilization”).15 According to Yahya, this 
vision of civilization guarantees freedom and equality, rights and 
dignity among fellow human beings.16 This particular understanding of 
civilization is central to what has come to be known as the Humanitarian 
Islam movement, one that seeks to “restore rahmah (universal love and 
compassion) to its rightful place as the primary message of Islam”.17

This vision of promoting Islam as the blessing of the universe 
(rahmatan lil alamin) is not new, and had precedence under Abdurrahman 
Wahid’s chairmanship of NU. What distinguishes the Humanitarian Islam 
vision from previous NU visions, including Islam Nusantara, is that the 
current vision puts much more emphasis on the internationalization of 
NU values through the establishment of various inter- and intra-religious 
partnerships globally, with a focus on recontextualizing orthodox 
religious teachings. Under this more ambitious vision, NU aspires to 
contribute at the international level to the materialization of Islam as the 
blessing of the universe.

A Short History of Nahdlatul Ulama

NU has long-standing ties to developments outside of Indonesia’s borders. 
It was founded in response to international developments: the conquest 
of Mecca and Medina by Abdulaziz ibn Saud and the dissolution of the 
Ottoman caliphate by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk in 1924.18 At that time, the 

15 Republika, “Gus Yahya: Visi NU untuk Peradaban”, 1 February 2022, https://
www.republika.id/posts/24643/gus-yahya-visi-nu-untuk-peradaban
16 Ibid.
17 Bayt ar-Rahmah, “Humanitarian Islam”, https://baytarrahmah.org/
humanitarian-islam/
18 Yahya Cholil Staquf and C. Holland Taylor, “The Civilizational Origins of 
Indonesia’s Nahdlatul Ulama and its Humanitarian Islam Movement”, Hudson 
Institute, 22 July 2022, https://www.hudson.org/node/44724
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Saud Dynasty that ruled Saudi Arabia, the birthplace of Islam, fiercely 
promoted the Wahhabi stream of Islam to purify the religion at the 
expense of other streams within Islam. Sufism was banned, as were other 
practices deemed as religious innovations.19 As a result, many students 
or ulama who studied and taught Islam respectively from the different 
schools of Islam left Saudi Arabia for their own respective countries. 
Indonesians who subscribed to different schools of Islam (most of them 
were Syafi’i) were concerned that non-Wahhabi Muslims would be barred 
from making their pilgrimage to Mecca and Medina. Hence, they set up 
a “Hijaz” committee to persuade the King of Ibnu Saud to ensure the 
freedom of non-Wahhabi Muslims to perform religious practices in the 
“Hijaz area”, which refers to Mecca and Medina, including performing 
the haj pilgrimage and visiting the tombs of Islamic heroes.20 The Hijaz 
committee was the embryo of the organization now known as Nahdlatul 
Ulama (NU).

NU continued to engage internationally after its establishment in 1926. 
A key event that it organized together with the Indonesian government was 
the Asia-Africa Islamic Conference in 1965, which aimed “to unite Asian 
and African Muslims”21 and to spur “the awakening of Islam”22 against 
Western neocolonialism. Equally important, the conference, which was 
attended by delegates from thirty-five Asian and African countries, also 
discussed other pressing issues that the countries confronted at that time, 

19 Kumparan.com, “Sejarah Komite Hijaz Beserta Pendiri dan Tugasnya”,  
10 December 2021, https://kumparan.com/berita-hari-ini/sejarah-komite-hijaz-
beserta-pendiri-dan-tugasnya-1x56CLNXOsm/full
20 Ibid.
21 Ensiklopedia Sejarah Indonesia, “Konferensi Islam Asia Afrika I”, n.d., https://
esi.kemdikbud.go.id/wiki/Konferensi_Islam_Asia_Afrika_I (accessed 21 May 
2024).
22 NU Online, “Diikuti Delegasi dari 35 Negara, KIAA Jadi Momen Kebangkitan 
Umat Islam (2)”, 14 March 2022, https://www.nu.or.id/fragmen/diikuti-delegasi-
dari-35-negara-kiaa-jadi-momen-kebangkitan-umat-islam-2-LzQGw (accessed 
21 May 2024).
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including Islamic proselytization, education and culture. The conference 
was expected to locate Indonesia as “the hub of the Islamic world”,23 but 
the aspiration never materialized because the new secular regime under 
Soeharto, which began to reign shortly after the conference (in 1966), 
was not supportive of Islam’s cause. These developments thus dashed 
NU’s idea of Indonesia as a Muslim country taking a high-profile role in 
representing Islam.

The NU international aspiration continued only under the leadership 
of Abdurrahman Wahid (1984–99), but now with a more specific focus: 
to materialize global peace and to promote inter-religious coexistence. 
He chaired the World Conference on Religion and Peace in 1994. 
Since then, his expanded network overseas began to be more active in 
promoting both religious pluralism and peaceful coexistence among 
different religions across the world.24

Subsequent NU leaders continued his efforts. Hasyim Muzadi, 
who served NU between 1999 and 2010, established the International 
Conference of Islamic Scholars (ICIS) in 2004. The ICIS whose 
membership includes 300 Muslim religious scholars and ulama from 
fifty-three countries worldwide, conducted conferences, seminars and 
inter-faith dialogues to address the problems behind terrorism and to 
promote inter-faith dialogues. The establishment of the organization 
was in response to the September 11 terrorist attacks in New York in 
2001. Following those attacks, Islam was held responsible for inspiring 
and triggering them, and the organization fought to dispel the stigma 
by promoting Al Quran verses that denounce violence, and to inform 

23 Amanda tho Seeth, “Indonesia’s Islamic Peace Diplomacy: Crafting a Role 
Model for Moderate Islam”, GIGA Focus Asia, No. 2, February 2023, https://
www.giga-hamburg.de/en/publications/giga-focus/indonesia-s-islamic-peace-
diplomacy-crafting-role-model-for-moderate-islam (accessed 21 May 2024).
24 NU Online, “Dicalonkan untuk Nobel Perdamaian Dunia, Inilah Sederet Kiprah 
NU di Kancah Internasional”, 21 July 2022, https://www.nu.or.id/nasional/
dicalonkan-untuk-nobel-perdamaian-dunia-inilah-sederet-kiprah-nu-di-kancah-
internasional-oHGjg (accessed 22 May 2024).
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non-Muslims that Islam does not support violence, especially violence 
inspired by religion. The conferences often discussed what measures to 
take to address religion, especially Islam, being misused by terrorists. 
The narrative that the organization often carried was that “Islam is 
rahmatan lil alamin (Islam is the blessing of the universe).”25

Islam Nusantara under Said Aqil Siradj

Narratives of moderation have been disseminated by NU figures since 
its establishment in 1926 and were highlighted during the chairmanship 
of Abdurrahman Wahid and Hasyim Muzadi. But it was under the 
chairmanship of Said Aqil Siradj (2010–21) that these were succinctly 
formulated under the term “Islam Nusantara”. Islam Nusantara 
(Archipelagic Islam) is a socio-religious concept intricately tied to the 
Islamization of Java, the Wali Songo (“Nine Saints”) whom NU believe 
brought Islam to the region in the fifteenth/sixteenth century.26 To 
NU, the Wali Songo represent a centuries-old practice of diversity and 
pluralism encapsulated by the term Islam Nusantara, one that NU has 
been promoting under former chairman Said Aqil Siradj, as a model of 
multi- and inter-cultural harmony.27

The term Islam Nusantara was promoted and discussed during NU’s 
33rd Muktamar in Jombang, East Java, in 2015. Although the term 
still lacks definitive and operational certainty, a consensus was reached 
among the participants that the term has a character grounded in the 

25 Walisongoonline.com, “ICIS: Sumbangsih Abah Hasyim Muzadi Untuk 
Dunia”, 9 March 2022, https://walisongoonline.com/icis-sumbangsih-abah-
hasyim-muzadi-untuk-dunia/ (accessed 23 May 2024).
26 Katharina Ivanyi and Rüdiger Lohlker, “Introducing a Concept: Humanitarian 
Islam”, in Humanitarian Islam: Reflecting on an Islamic Concept, edited by 
Rüdiger Lohlker and Katharina Ivanyi (Leiden: Brill, 2023), p. 3.
27 Alina Isac Alak, “Defining Humanist Hermeneutics: Case Study—Humanitarian 
Islam”, in Humanitarian Islam: Reflecting on an Islamic Concept, edited by 
Rüdiger Lohlker and Katharina Ivanyi (Leiden: Brill, 2023), p. 30.
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realities of local culture.28 Subsequent posts by NU-affiliated social 
media account NUCreative Media noted that Islam Nusantara as used by 
NU is “a method of Islamic dakwah in the archipelago amidst its multi-
ethnic, multi-cultural and multi-religious population which is carried out 
politely and peacefully.” See Figure 1. It is also “Islam Ahlusunnah wal 
Jamaah practised and propagated and developed in the archipelago by its 
preachers, one of its goals is to anticipate and protect the people from the 
ideology of radicalism, liberalism, Shia, Wahhabism and other ideas that 
are not in line with Ahlus Sunnah wal Jamaah.”

Islam Nusantara became the theme under Said Aqil Siradj’s 
chairmanship. Islam Nusantara, according to him, “is a religious concept 
which supports ‘the unity’ (the blending) between Islamic tenets and local 
Indonesian cultures. This is fine so long as the cultures are not against 
Islam sharia. The cultures that are against Islam sharia are, among others, 
the culture of gambling, alcohol intoxication and sexual promiscuity.”29 
Said also stated that Islam Nusantara distinguishes Islamic outlooks 
being practised in Indonesia from those in the Middle East.30

Said Aqil Siradj continued the internationalization programme of 
NU carried out by his predecessors (Abdurrahman Wahid and Hasyim 
Muzadi). Hence, NU under his stewardship did not only promote Islam 

28 NU Online, “Apa yang Dimaksud dengan Islam Nusantara?”, 22 April 2015, 
https://www.nu.or.id/nasional/apa-yang-dimaksud-dengan-islam-nusantara-
QloHO
29 Antara News Agency, “Said Aqil: Islam Nusantara Bukan Ajaran Baru”, 29 July 
2015, https://www.antaranews.com/berita/509507/said-aqil-islam-nusantara-
bukan-ajaran-baru (accessed 23 May 2024).
30 As is the case throughout this article, our uses of the terms “Middle East” and 
“Saudi Arabia” represent the words of NU leaders and members, rather than a 
move to essentialize either of these terms that are far from monolithic. While 
a discussion on the uses of such terms is beyond the scope of this paper, it is 
important to bear in mind the essentializing effects of terms like “Arab Islam” 
by NU leaders. It is precisely against these Others that identities like Islam 
Nusantara and Humanitarian Islam are delimited. For further discussion see 
Ivanyi and Lohlker, “Introducing a Concept: Humanitarian Islam”, p. 3.
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Nusantara to a domestic audience, but also expanded the campaign 
overseas. The campaign kickstarted through the organization of the 
International Summit of Moderate Islamic Leaders (ISOMIL) which 
took place at the Jakarta Convention Hall from 9 to 11 May 2016. Around 
400 participants from the Middle East, Europe, America, Australia, and 
Asia, and the Indonesian kiai were in attendance. During ISOMIL, then 
leader of NU Said Aqil Siradj said “it’s time for us to export Indonesian 
Islamic thought, the thought of Kiai Hasyim Asy’ari and other kiai to the 
international level.”31 He reiterated that

Islam Nusantara is not a madhhab … Islam Nusantara is not a new 
or distinct religion … The principles of Indonesian Islam teach 
peace, mercy, prosperity and provide space for local wisdom …. 
Islam Nusantara’s key characteristics include: the compatibility 
of religion and nationalism; a focus on the development of 
akhlaqul karimah (noble character and virtue); adhering to 
tawassuth (following the middle path), tawaazun (balance; 
harmony), tasaamuh (gentle and loving rather than harsh and 
violent behaviour) and I’tidaal (justice), and; bringing attention 
to the unchecked spread of religious extremism, terror, conflict 
in the Middle East and a rising tide of Islamophobia in the West.

Humanitarian Islam under Yahya Cholil Staquf

Alongside these domestic developments, key NU leaders including 
Abdurrahman Wahid followed by Mustofa Bisri and Yahya Staquf 
have been active in creating an unofficial NU presence globally. These 
efforts include founding several North Carolina-registered NGOs in 
collaboration with American counterpart Holland Taylor: LibForAll, 
founded by Abdurrahman Wahid and Holland Taylor in 2003; Bayt ar-
Rahmah, founded by Mustofa Bisri, Yahya Staquf and Holland Taylor in 

31 NU Online, “Isomil NU Dorong Perdamaian Dunia”, 9 May 2016, https://
www.nu.or.id/nasional/isomil-nu-dorong-perdamaian-dunia-sYX1h
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2014, and the Center for Shared Civilizational Values (CSCV) founded 
by NU leaders and Holland Taylor.32 For the Religion Forum (R20) in 
November 2022, the NU Central Board appointed the CSCV to serve 
as the Permanent Secretariat of the R20.33 Mustofa Bisri who was the 
former Chairman of the NU Supreme Council currently holds the role of 
chairman for the CSCV.

A key tenet of members of Bayt ar-Rahmah and NU is to “develop 
and operationalize a global strategy to recontextualize the teachings of 
orthodox, authoritative Islam and thereby reconcile certain problematic 
elements of classical Islamic law (fiqh) with the reality of contemporary 
civilization, whose context and conditions differ significantly from 
those in which classical Islamic law emerged.”34 A key example of 
“problematic elements” is the legal status of kafir (denier/disbeliever/
infidel).35 In 2019, the NU central board published documents decreeing 
that “the modern nation-state is theologically legitimate; that there is no 

32 See Appendix Table 1 for the full list of global efforts. See also “LibForAll 
Foundation”, https://libforall.org/, “H.E. Kyai Haji Abdurrahman Wahid (1940–
2009)”, https://libforall.org/cofounder-guiding-spirit/, “Political Communiqué: 
Leaders of the World’s Largest Muslim Organization Launch Global Effort to 
Restore the Majesty of Islamic Teachings as a Source of Universal Love and 
Compassion (rahmatan li al-‘alamin)”, 9 December 2014, https://baytarrahmah.
org/2014_12_09_bayt-ar-rahmah/; Bayt ar-Rahmah, “Management”, https://
baytarrahmah.org/management/, Center for Shared Civilizational Values,  
“C. Holland Taylor, Deputy Chairman and CEO”, https://civilizationalvalues.
org/c-holland-taylor-biography/
33 “Part VIII: Official R20 Documents”, in Proceedings of the R20 International 
Summit of Religious Leaders, edited by Muhammad Najib Azca, Timothy 
Samuel Shah, and C. Holland Taylor (Yogyakarta: Gadjah Mada University 
Press, 2023), p. 325, https://civilizationalvalues.org/media/2023/Proceedings-
of-the-R20-International-Summit-of-Religious-Leaders_Bali-Indonesia_2-3-
November-2022.pdf
34 Bayt ar-Rahmah, “Humanitarian Islam”, 30 March 2017, https://baytarrahmah.
org/2017_03_30_humanitarian-islam/
35 In neighboring Malaysia, for example, apostasy is punishable by law for 
Muslims. See Eden H.B. Chua, “The Malaysian Apostasy Case: Determining the 
Limits of Syariah Courts”, Oxford Journal of Law and Religion 10, no. 3 (2021): 
509–13.
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legal category of kafir within a modern nation-state” and it “recognized 
all citizens irrespective of religion, ethnicity or creed as having equal 
rights and obligations”.36

Beyond the emphasis on international partnerships and 
recontextualizing orthodox religious teachings, Humanitarian Islam 
is not substantially different from earlier efforts of promoting Islam 
Nusantara abroad undertaken under the leadership of Said Aqil. 
According to those who run Bayt ar-Rahmah, Humanitarian Islam is 
an English translation of Islam Nusantara; both mean the same thing, 
except that the former is targeted at an English-speaking audience as 
the latter “can only be practised by people from Nusantara; you cannot 
export Nusantara culture.”37 In an interview, Bayt ar-Rahmah’s Director 
of Communications Tom Dinham said “humanitarian Islam is an English 
translation of Islam Nusantara, which is humanitarian Islam and in 
Arabic Islam insaniyyah. It’s all the same thing.”38

Based on the above genealogy, it can be concluded that Humanitarian 
Islam shows that NU is more committed to promoting the value: Islam 
is the blessing of the universe, focusing on Rahmah (universal love 
and compassion). It also pushes for a recontextualization of orthodox 
teachings through international partnerships. While Islam Nusantara is a 
religious ideological concept rooted in Indonesian culture, Humanitarian 
Islam can be understood as a form of cultural diplomacy; a soft power 
tool by NU. Humanitarian Islam is akin to a diplomatic tool, based on the 
concept of Islam Nusantara. Furthermore, as will become clear through 
the case study on peacebuilding efforts in Afghanistan, Humanitarian 
Islam in its present form is different from past cultural diplomacy efforts 
made by the Indonesian government and NU. Namely, Yahya’s vision of 

36 Bayt ar-Rahmah, “Nahdlatul Ulama Rejects the Relevance of ‘Infidel’ as a Legal 
Category within the Context of Modern Nation States”, 16 October 2019, https://
baytarrahmah.org/2019_10_16_world-first-nahdlatul-ulama-abolishes-the-
legal-category-of-infidel-within-islamic-law/#:~:text=The%20documents%20
decreed%20that%20the,a%20religious%20obligation%20to%20foster
37 Author’s personal communication with Holland Taylor, June 2023.
38 Sara Loo, Zoom interview with Tom Dinham, Bayt ar-Rahmah’s Director of 
Communications, 27 April 2023.
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Humanitarian Islam should be understood as a paradigm shift from the 
post-September 11 War on Terror framework of understanding moderate 
Islam, and he sees the security angle to be a deeper civilizational issue.

2. THE IMPLEMENTATION OF 
HUMANITARIAN ISLAM: FORGING 
SOCIAL PARTNERSHIPS
Humanitarian Islam did not begin with NU’s change in leadership 
in 2021. The Humanitarian Islam message promoted under Yahya’s 
leadership is a continuation of his promotion of Islam Nusantara outside 
of Indonesia while he served as the NU Secretary for International and 
Political Affairs (unofficial “foreign minister”) during Said Aqil Siradj’s 
chairmanship. Before taking on the NU chairmanship, Yahya was 
pivotal in forging social partnerships with various religious communities 
and organizations abroad, including the US-based Imam Warith Deen 
Muhammad (IWDM) community. NU’s internationalization efforts are 
facilitated by two key organizations: the North Carolina registered NGO 
Bayt ar-Rahmah and the Center for Shared Civilizational Values. Bayt 
ar-Rahmah was founded in 2014 in North Carolina by Mustofa Bisri, 
Yahya Staquf and North Carolina native Holland Taylor. Yahya shared 
in an interview that they established Bayt ar-Rahmah to serve as an 
“international hub”. While it is an organization separate from Nahdlatul 
Ulama, it is affiliated with and stands for the madhab of NU.39

Yahya, NU’s frontman in the development and implementation 
of Humanitarian Islam, continued the effort after taking up the NU 
chairmanship. NU also actively organized international conferences, 
initiatives and events to promote interfaith dialogues and peaceful 
coexistence among people of different religious beliefs, as manifested 
respectively in the organization of R20 in Bali in 2022 and NU promoting 
peace in Afghanistan.

39 Sara Loo, in-person interview with Yahya Cholil Staquf, Secretary-General of 
Nahdlatul Ulama, 3 July 2023.
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NU’s Partnership with the Imam Warith Deen Mohammed 
(IWDM) Community

The US-based IWDM community is named after its founding leader 
Imam Warith (né Wallace) Mohammed, whose father Elijah Muhammad 
served as a key leader of the Nation of Islam (NOI), a black separatist 
movement, from 1934 until his death in 1975.40 When Imam Warith 
Mohammed came to leadership in 1975, he led the transformation of 
the NOI to Sunni Islam, bringing the “radical theology of the NOI into 
harmony with the Qur’an and compatibility with the international Muslim 
world”.41 While some interlocutors drew a clear distinction between the 
NOI and the IWDM, considering only the latter “orthodox”, others saw 
the IWDM as a continued progression or evolution from the NOI.42 Even 
so, the two are separate entities today, and should not be conflated.

40 Zareena Grewal, Islam Is a Foreign Country: American Muslims and the 
Global Crisis of Authority (New York: New York University Press, 2014),  
pp. 145–46.
41 Community of Imam W Deen Mohammed, “The Legacy of Imam W. Deen 
Mohammed”, n.d. https://www.iwdmcommunity.com/legacy-of-iwdm.; Grewal, 
Islam Is a Foreign Country, p. 145.
42 Even those in the former category (such as Imam Omar, director of the Ephraim 
Bahar Cultural Center, IWDM community in Chicago) spoke about cordial 
relationships between the NOI and IWDM—for example, having combined 
Jummat and a shared meal to celebrate the end of Ramadan despite the differences 
in their beliefs. Imam Omar shared that the name Ephraim Bahar “comes from 
our deep evolutionary legacy … Ephraim Bahar was a person who was a very 
faithful supporter of the Honorable Elijah Muhammad in the Nation of Islam”, 
tracing his mosque community to the NOI. Those in the latter category tended to 
have grown up under the NOI and then moved on to the IWDM community. This 
attachment in one way or another to the NOI may be explained by the sense of 
ownership in Islam that African Americans were conferred under the NOI. See 
Sherman A. Jackson, Islam and the Blackamerican: Looking toward the Third 
Resurrection (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 5. Sara Loo, in-person 
interview with Imam Omar Abdul Karim, Director of Ephraim Bahar Cultural 
Center (Imam Warith Deen Mohammed Community), Chicago, IL, 29 April 
2023.
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Nahdlatul Ulama’s partnership with IWDM officially began on  
13 July 2021, when leaders of the world’s largest religious communities 
gathered at Masjid Muhammad in Washington, DC, the fourth mosque 
in chronological order of the Imam Warith Deen Mohammed (IWDM) 
community in the United States, to establish an alliance to promote 
human dignity and equality worldwide.43 At the meeting were Yahya 
Cholil Staquf, General Secretary of the Supreme Council of Indonesia’s 
NU, Imam Talib Shareef of Masjid Muhammad, representing the IWDM 
community, and leaders of the World Evangelical Alliance and Jewish 
communities.

At face value, NU’s collaboration with the IWDM seems counter-
intuitive. However, interviews conducted with leaders of NU and Imams 
of the IWDM community over six months reveal that the NU-IWDM 
partnership is far from a random one. Not only do both communities 
find synergy using the terms “humanitarian” and “human dignity”, but 
they also employ the vocabulary of “indigeneity” to argue that how 
they practise Islam is authentic. Quotes by Imam Talib encapsulate this 
common positionality to the centres of power,

Indonesia’s … humanitarian … is the core word that links us 
together. I didn’t see nobody else pushing humanitarian or human. 
Imam Warith Deen Mohammed (what was he called?)—Muslim 
American spokesman for human salvation—that was his title. 
He is the Muslim American spokesman for human salvation. He 
wanted to focus on human. Indonesia more so than any other 
country right now is pushing human; humanitarian Islam. So, we 
know that’s a natural relationship for us, and we’ve embraced it 
…

43 Bayt ar-Rahmah, “The Nation’s Mosque Statement”, 13 July 2021, https://
www.baytarrahmah.org/media/political-communiques/2021/2021_07_13_The-
Nation’s-Mosque-Statement/2021_07_13_The-Nation’s-Mosque-Statement.pdf
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[NU] haven’t looked at us as some strange breed. Unlike some 
[from] the Middle East [who have] looked at us as a strange 
breed, a Muslim in Islam who’s outside of Islam. … They say we 
weren’t teaching the Qur’an and Sunnah because they were away 
from it.

—Imam Talib Shareef, President and Imam of 
Masjid Muhammad, Washington, DC44

This sentiment of being “outside of Islam”, inauthentic, and specifically 
on the peripheries, presumes a certain orthodoxy, namely Islam practised 
in the “Middle East”. Talal Asad defines orthodoxy as “not a mere body of 
opinion but a distinctive relationship—a relationship of power to truth”.45 
Orthodoxy is not simply set in stone but relational, dependent on who has 
the power to “regulate, uphold, require, or adjust correct practices, and to 
condemn, exclude, undermine, or replace incorrect ones”.46 In this case, 
it appears that actors from the “Middle East”, as ambiguous as it sounds, 
have the power and authority to define what is “correct”. On this basis, 
Imam Talib inverts the existing orthodoxy by saying that these critics 
are the ones who are “away from [the Qur’an and Sunnah]”; the IWDM 
community now defines orthodoxy in their own terms. On NU’s end, 
Humanitarian Islam is also about addressing orthodoxy, with a goal of 
“addressing obsolete and problematic elements within Islamic orthodoxy 
that lend themselves to tyranny”.47 Invoking broad and flexible terms like 
humanitarian and human dignity is useful as a first step in the NU-IWDM 
partnership to smooth over and encompass vastly different genealogies 

44 Sara Loo, Zoom interview with Imam Talib Shareef, President and Imam of 
Masjid Muhammad, The Nation’s Mosque (Imam Warith Deen Mohammed 
Community), Washington, DC, 25 May 2023.
45 Talal Asad, “The Idea of an Anthropology of Islam”, Qui Parle 17, no. 2 
(2009), p. 22.
46 Ibid.
47 Bayt ar-Rahmah, “Humanitarian Islam”, https://baytarrahmah.org/
humanitarian-islam/
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and compositions of NU and the IWDM. It is also the different meanings 
that these terms take on while moving through different levels of the 
partnership which inform the particular shape and form in which NU and 
the IWDM respectively invert power structures to establish new forms 
of orthodoxy.

Conversations with Imams from the IWDM community further 
reveal that the community refers to itself as “indigenous … we represent, 
we are descendants of those who were here before [America] was a 
country; we come out of those people.” Yahya Staquf also employed 
the terms “Native Americans not immigrants” and “native people” to 
describe the IWDM community even though they are certainly not native 
to the land.48 To both Yahya and Imam Talib, the claim to indigeneity 
is not so much a marker of a physical place but a place on the map of 
the Muslim world rooted in authenticity, setting themselves apart from 
more recent immigrants from the Middle East. While a theorization 
of indigeneity is beyond the scope of this paper, what the NU-IWDM 
partnership demonstrates is that claims to indigeneity—and indigenizing 
Islam (with reference to Abdurrahman Wahid’s writings on pribumisasi 
Islam49)—is a key site of solidarity for movements in the global South. 
This similarity, sustained by the vocabulary of humanitarian Islam and 
human dignity, was what attracted Imam Talib of the IWDM to NU in the 
first place. Such synergy is promising for NU’s future social partnerships 
and gestures at the nature of partnerships that NU could forge moving 
forward.

NU-led International Forum: Religion20 (R20)

The Religion 20 (R20) forum held on the sidelines of the G20 meeting 
held in Bali, Indonesia in 2022, was an important event for NU to further 
materialize its vision of Humanitarian Islam. As with the case study 

48 Sara Loo, in-person interview with Yahya Cholil Staquf, Secretary-General of 
Nahdlatul Ulama, 3 July 2023.
49 See, for example, Abdul Mun’im Saleh’s oral interview with Gus Dur, 1989, 
https://gusdur.net/pribumisasi-islam/.
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above, the successful organization of the R20 gestures at the prospect of 
promoting Humanitarian Islam on a global scale. Successfully gathering 
over 300 religious leaders from thirty-two countries and gaining 
substantial media coverage domestically and internationally points 
to NU’s ability to bring together diverse faiths to collectively discuss 
the selected theme: Revealing and Nurturing Religion as a Source of 
Global Solutions. To NU leaders, Saudi Arabia’s substantial donation via 
the Muslim World League to the R20 is also a significant achievement 
because NU has been critical of Wahhabism since its founding, a 
sentiment that remains prevalent among its grassroots.50 However, 
several challenges remain, including the longevity of NU’s leading role 
in global initiatives as such, given that India and Brazil, subsequent G20 
organizers, have reverted to the G20 legacy group, the G20 Interfaith 
Forum Association (IF20) which had happened annually alongside the 
G20 forum since 2014. The R20 is a case study that illustrates the early-
stage successes of Humanitarian Islam, and the ideological and practical 
challenges involved in the long run.51

Being included in the G20 agenda, the R20 attracted 338 religious 
leaders from thirty-two countries to the event on 2–3 November 2022.52 
The organizers hoped for it to be an effective event for NU to promote 
Humanitarian Islam to various leaders. The event, according to Yahya 
Staquf, the founder and chairman of the R20, aimed “to help ensure that 

50 Syafiq Hasyim, “Prospects and Weaknesses of the R20 Forum on Religion 
Launched at the G20 Summit in Bali”, ISEAS Perspective, no. 2023/26, 12 April 
2023, https://www.iseas.edu.sg/articles-commentaries/iseas-perspective/2023-
26-prospects-and-weaknesses-of-the-r20-forum-on-religion-launched-at-the-
g20-summit-in-bali-by-syafiq-hasyim/
51 James M. Dorsey, “A Curious Courtship”, Bayt ar-Rahmah,  
12  December  2022,  https://www.baytarrahmah.org/media/political-
communiques/2022/2022_12_12_A-Curious-Courtship/2022_12_12_A-
Curious-Courtship.pdf
52 Antara News Agency, “R20, Gus Dur, and World Peace”, 6 November 
2022,  https://en.antaranews.com/news/258809/r20-gus-dur-and-world-
peace#:~:text=The%20event%20gathered%20religious%20leaders,338%20
participants%2C%20124%20from%20abroad
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religion functions as a genuine and dynamic source of solutions rather 
than problems in the 21st century”.53 Yahya’s idea that religion needs 
to serve as the solution to human problems stems from his concern 
that thus far, religion has only assumed a peripheral role. Religion has 
been confined to the private sphere. In this frame of analysis, religion 
has only been used to legitimize the social and political stances of non-
religious parties. Hence, according to Yahya, “it is now the time for 
religion to help address global problems such as poverty alleviation, 
social polarization, violence and the gap between the haves and the have-
nots.”54 Yahya argued that R20 would assume a strategic role in pushing 
religious organizations or figures to engage more in helping address 
global problems.

The deeper engagement of religion in the public sphere requires 
religions and religious figures to be more honest in discussing religious 
problems: some religions claim that their tenets are absolute truths, and 
hence deny the existence of other religious doctrines. Yahya argues that 
being steadfast in this stance has made religion a part of global problems 
rather than part of the solutions to the problems. Hence, to change this 
situation and to allow religion to be more engaged in addressing global 
problems, religious figures need to self-reflect and start talking with 
other religious figures to build consensus on common values that can 
be upheld by human beings to promote common peace and prosperity. 
Yahya suggests that this consensus-building is in contrast to liberalists 
or secularists who believe that their values are universal. In his proposed 
model, the consensus for common values needs to respect religious tenets 
upheld by each religious figure and their respective followers.

The ability to bring together diverse stakeholders across the world 
amounts to a form of early-stage success. The decision by the Muslim 
World League to participate in the R20 can also inspire other conservative 

53 G20 Religion Forum, https://g20religion.org/
54 Ahmad Suaedy, “R20, Perubahan Global and Transformasi Agama”, Religion 
Twenty: Moderatisme, Kemanusiaan dan Perdamaian Global, edited by Eko 
Ernada, Ridwan al-Makassary, and Achmad Ubaedillah (Yogyakarta: Aswaja 
Pressindo, 2023), pp. 114–15.
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organizations to embrace R20 ideas. NU successfully working with 
Saudi Arabia, even accepting generous funding, for the R20 was a 
breakthrough.55 There are other positive developments related to the 
event. NU signed Memorandums of Understanding (MOUs) with other 
organizations before and following the event, which shows that other 
organizations accepted NU’s ideas promoted in the R20. For example, 
key official documents directly associated with NU and the R20 include 
the MOU between Nahdlatul Ulama Central Board and the Center for 
Shared Civilizational Values signed on 20 May 2022, and the R20 Bali 
Communiqué (3 November 2022), which outlines the raison d’être, aims 
and future direction of the R20. Similarly adopting a universal language 
like Humanitarian Islam, the MOU, for example, states that PBNU and 
CSCV “shall cooperate in the development of a framework for identifying 
shared values that may serve as the basis for harmonious coexistence 
between the diverse people, cultures, nations and religions of the world, 
and in the building of a global movement dedicated to overcoming any 
and all forms of tyranny.”56

However, the role of NU as the main champion of R20 is not 
guaranteed, even as interfaith forums continue to take place annually. 
The R20 should be evaluated against the longer history of annual 
interfaith events rather than a standalone project under Humanitarian 
Islam. The organization of R20 in Indonesia was quite successful due 
to strong support from the government and the Saudi-funded World 
Muslim League. However, as scholar Syafiq Hasyim argues, sustaining 
the ideas of R20 through similar events in the future is an uphill battle 

55 Hasyim, “Prospects and Weaknesses of the R20 Forum on Religion Launched 
at the G20 Summit in Bali”.
56 “Memorandum of Understanding Between Nahdlatul Ulama Central Board and 
Center for Shared Civilizational Values”, in Proceedings of the R20 International 
Summit of Religious Leaders, edited by Muhammad Najib Azca, Timothy 
Samuel Shah, and C. Holland Taylor (Yogyakarta: Gadjah Mada University 
Press, 2023), p. 333, https://civilizationalvalues.org/media/2023/Proceedings-
of-the-R20-International-Summit-of-Religious-Leaders_Bali-Indonesia_2-3-
November-2022.pdf
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for NU.57 Many G20 countries still believe that religion must be confined 
to the private sphere, in contrast to the spirit of R20.58 In addition, the 
novelty of the R20 and Saudi Arabia’s involvement in the R20 should 
not be overstated. The G20 Interfaith Forum (IF20) began in Australia 
in 2014 and convened annually in the G20 host country, including Saudi 
Arabia in 2020.59 Even before R20 in 2022, the core idea of the IF20 has 
been to “support and draw wisdom from the most active and relevant 
interreligious networks”.60 When Indonesia hosted the G20 meeting 
in 2022, the G20 Interfaith Forum was replaced by R20. NU hoped 
that India would organize a similar event when India hosted the G20 
meeting in 2023, but the host country reverted to the IF20.61 Brazil, the 
host country for the 2024 G20 meeting, has included the G20 Interfaith 
Forum 2024 as part of the programme for the meeting in August 2024, 
dashing hopes for the R20 meeting to be resurrected.62 The G20 Interfaith 
Forum committee worked together with the Germany-based International 
Partnership on Religion and Sustainable Development (PARD) to 
organize the interfaith event.63 These developments put NU’s leading 

57 Hasyim, “Prospects and Weaknesses of the R20 Forum on Religion Launched 
at the G20 Summit in Bali”.
58 Ibid., p. 4.
59 “A Call to Action: Recommendations for Policy Action from The G20 Interfaith 
Forum in Saudi Arabia”, G20 Interfaith Forum Communique, 13–17 October 
2020, p. 12. https://www.kaiciid.org/sites/default/files/g20_interfaith_forum_
communique_web_spreads_compressed_0.pdf
60 Katherine Marshall, “The G20 Interfaith Forum Journey”, Berkley Center,  
8 June 2023, https://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/posts/the-g20-interfaith-
forum-journey
61 Ridwan, “Pasca-Interfaith Forum G20 di India 2023: Beberapa Refleksi”, 
Sindonews, https://nasional.sindonews.com/read/1199213/18/pasca-interfaith-
forum-g20-di-india-2023-beberapa-refleksi-1694495342/0
62 G20 Interfaith Forum, “G20 Interfaith Forum 2024”, 2024, https://www.
g20interfaith.org/2024-g20-interfaith-forum-brazil/
63 International Partnership on Religion and Sustainable Development (PaRD), 
“2024 G20 Interfaith & PaRD Annual Forum on Religion and Sustainable 
Development”, 2023, https://www.partner-religion-development.org/event/ 
20g20-interfaith-pard-annual-forum/# 
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role in global interfaith forums after the R20 into question. Even as NU 
continues with the Humanitarian Islam campaign, the NU-led R20 forum 
has not managed since 2022 to secure a place at the much-publicized and 
politically premiere global event, the G20 Summit.

NU’s Peacebuilding Process in Afghanistan

A long-standing international effort by NU has been supporting the peace-
building process in Afghanistan. While peacebuilding in Afghanistan 
predates the official launch of the term “Humanitarian Islam” in 2017, it 
is a form of cultural diplomacy consistent with the vision of Humanitarian 
Islam. However, it is important to point out that past efforts such as 
NU’s efforts in Afghanistan, tended to focus on the national security and 
counter-terrorism angle. As will be elaborated upon, NU’s involvement 
had been closely tied to the Indonesian government’s. Humanitarian Islam, 
however, targets much more, as Yahya views the War on Terror mindset 
following the September 11 attacks and the promotion of moderate Islam 
within that paradigm as a symptom of a deeper civilizational issue: the 
fundamental incompatibility between orthodox Islamic teachings and the 
present reality, thus a need for recontextualizing fiqh.64 This case study 
illustrates both the continuities of longer term efforts and changes in 
visions of what international involvement looks like to NU.

NU’s involvement in the peacebuilding process in Afghanistan 
started in 2004 when the Indonesian government under President 
Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono faced frequent and substantial “security 
disturbances” when it was in the process of reopening the Indonesian 
embassy in the country.65 The Indonesian embassy was closed when the 
Taliban-led government ruled Afghanistan between 1996 and 2001. By 

64 Bayt ar-Rahmah, “Political Communiqué: NU Rejects the Relevance of 
‘Infidel’ as a Legal Category within Modern Nation States”, 16 October 2019, 
https://baytarrahmah.org/2019_10_16_world-first-nahdlatul-ulama-abolishes-
the-legal-category-of-infidel-within-islamic-law/
65 Detik News, “Usai Bebaskan Sandera, Petinggi Taliban Berterima Kasih 
ke NU”, 8 September 2021, https://news.detik.com/berita/d-5714297/usai-
bebaskan-sandera-petinggi-taliban-berterima-kasih-ke-nu
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reopening ties, the Indonesian government wished to revive and strengthen 
its bilateral relations with Afghanistan as the Taliban-led regime was 
deposed by the United States a few years earlier following the terrorist 
attacks in New York in 2001. Afghanistan was a strategic country for 
Indonesia because some Indonesians had been trained to be terrorists at 
the Afghanistan and Pakistan border, for example, Zulkarnaen who was 
involved in several major terrorist attacks in Indonesia between 1998 
and 2005, including the Bali bombings, and who lived and participated 
in military training in Afghanistan for seven years.66 The Indonesian 
government expected that rebuilding diplomatic ties with Afghanistan 
would reduce the participation of Indonesians in terrorist training in 
that country. President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono also wished that 
Indonesia would send a peacekeeping force someday to Afghanistan to 
reduce conflicts in the country. For that purpose, some initial contact was 
needed.67 Due to “the security disturbances” problem, the Indonesian 
government through Minister Hassan Wirajuda asked NU to assist the 
government in approaching formal and informal leaders in Afghanistan, 
including religious figures, to put a halt to “security disturbances” that 
aimed to destroy Indonesian’s plan to re-establish a diplomatic outpost in 
the conflict-stricken country.

NU figures agreed to help. As’ad Said Ali was the figure to carry out 
the task of approaching Afghanistan figures to support the Indonesian 
cause. He was not only an NU activist, but most importantly, he was 
then deputy chairman of the Indonesian State Intelligence Agency (BIN). 
He used his NU networks, including Indonesian students who studied 
in Middle Eastern countries, to approach Afghanistan’s key leaders and 

66 Kadek Melda Luxiana, “Ditangkap, Zulkarnaen Teroris Bom Bali I Pernah 
Latih Militer di Afghanistan”, Detik News, 14 December 2020, https://news.
detik.com/berita/d-5294964/ditangkap-zulkarnaen-teroris-bom-bali-i-pernah-
latih-militer-di-afghanistan
67 Dina Yulianti Mu’min and Otong Sulaeman, “Islam Nusantara and Religious 
Peacemaking: Nahdlatul Ulama’s Ideas in Creating Peace in Afghanistan”, 
Walisongo: Jurnal Penelitian Sosial Keagamaan 29, no. 2 (2021), p. 187.
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religious figures, including Taliban figures, to support Indonesia. Ali 
claimed the efforts were successful because six years later (in 2010), he 
obtained a report that the NU students had been able to build a network 
with Afghanistan leaders and clerics in seven provinces in Afghanistan.68 
This personal relationship was important for helping Indonesia score 
diplomatic achievements, including the release of South Korean hostages 
from the hands of the Taliban in 2007 and the establishment of the 
Indonesia Islamic Centre in Kabul in 2010 under the presidency of Susilo 
Bambang Yudhoyono.69 In both cases, the contribution of NU figures was 
significant.

Personal relationships between NU and Afghanistan leaders and 
religious figures have not only benefited Indonesian diplomacy. Ali 
claimed that NU also benefited from such close contacts in that these 
allowed NU to boost its social and religious influence among Afghan 
leaders and religious figures, including in introducing and promoting 
NU’s Islam Nusantara vision, which then expanded into Humanitarian 
Islam under Yahya Staquf’s leadership.70 The establishment of Nahdlatul 
Ulama Afghanistan (NUA) in 2014 was evidence that NU’s vision 
and values gained influence among a substantial number of Afghan 
ulama. This organization is an independent organization separate from 
NU’s formal organizational structure. Despite being independent, the 
organization shares the same values as NU: tolerance, moderation and 
peacefulness.71 By 2016, the organization had twenty-two chapters in 

68 Ibid., pp. 187–88.
69 Syafiq Hasyim and Hui Yew-Foong, “Indonesia and Taliban-Led Afghanistan: 
Treading with Caution”, Fulcrum, 28 March 2022, https://fulcrum.sg/indonesia-
and-taliban-led-afghanistan-treading-with-caution/
70 Mu’min and Sulaeman, “Islam Nusantara and Religious Peacemaking”,  
pp. 194–95.
71 Fabian Nur Farizan and Dudy Heryadi, “Indonesia’s Involvement in the 
Afghanistan Peacebuilding Process”, Global: Jurnal Politik Internasional 22, 
no. 2 (2020): Article 4, https://doi.org/10.7454/global.v22i2.475
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twenty-two provinces across Afghanistan with some 6,000 members 
consisting of Afghan ulama.72

While these efforts predate the Humanitarian Islam campaign, 
promoting peace in Afghanistan is still high on NU’s agenda under 
Yahya’s leadership. In NU’s national meeting in 2023 to discuss the 
organization’s working programme between 2023 and 2025, promoting 
peace in conflict-stricken areas of Myanmar and Afghanistan emerged 
as one of the organization’s seven “strategic programmes.”73 These 
are consistent with the organization’s Humanitarian Islam vision to 
“foster the emergence of a global civilization endowed with nobility of 
character”.74

Nonetheless, it is worth pointing out that there has been a paradigm 
shift under Yahya’s leadership. While in the past, these engagements 
were done within the War on Terror paradigm, Yahya sees Humanitarian 
Islam as much more than that; the security angle is just one of many 
symptoms of what he deems to be part of a “fundamental civilizational 
change”. The following quote from Yahya in an interview illustrates his 
position.

[In] this War on Terror, whatever it is and regardless of [the] 
actors involved, religion is peripheral in the whole map of this 
war. We’re just like accessories while what we are facing is a 
problem of religion … it’s going to be a never-ending war if you 
keep pushing the factor of religious teaching aside.75

72 NU Online, “Pendirian NU di Afghanistan Beri Inspirasi Sejumlah Negara”,  
20 June 2019, https://nu.or.id/nasional/pendirian-nu-di-afghanistan-beri-
inspirasi-sejumlah-negara-6DiYo
73 Malik Ibnu Zaman, “PBNU Gulirkan Tujuh Program Strategis dalam Munas 
dan Konbes NU 2023”, NU Online, 19 September 2023, https://nu.or.id/nasional/
pbnu-gulirkan-tujuh-program-strategis-dalam-munas-dan-konbes-nu-2023-
OwXgW
74 Bayt ar-Rahmah, “Humanitarian Islam”, https://baytarrahmah.org/
humanitarian-islam/
75 Sara Loo, in-person interview with Yahya Cholil Staquf, Secretary-General of 
Nahdlatul Ulama, 3 July 2023.
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Claiming this central role for religion has thus underpinned the efforts of 
Humanitarian Islam, be it about partnerships with organizations such as 
the IWDM community, or forums involving multiple faiths and countries 
like the R20.

3. CHALLENGES TO HUMANITARIAN 
ISLAM
NU faces several challenges in its promotion of Humanitarian Islam. 
These are related to, among other things, communication between 
different stakeholders and populations within NU, among the grassroots, 
and with NU’s partners. The first challenge stems from the term being 
misleading and preventing NU from communicating its message 
effectively. Beyond a select few leaders, there is little clarity on 
what Humanitarian Islam entails. For example, when we brought up 
Humanitarian Islam on separate occasions to NU youth activists who hold 
key positions in Ansor, the youth wing of NU that supposedly launched 
the Humanitarian Islam movement in 2017, were confused as to why we 
were talking about Humanitarian Islam alongside Islam Nusantara.76 One 
who worked closely with Gus Yahya shared that her confusion stemmed 
from thinking that Humanitarian Islam refers to disaster relief, NGOs 
and the like, not too different from many people’s first impression of the 
term. Unlike Islam Nusantara, Humanitarian Islam is not only unknown 
to many in Indonesia, but also misunderstood. Confusion, underpinned 
by understanding Humanitarian Islam to mean aid, charity and social 
services, is the typical response whenever we use the term, even among 
the highest levels of leadership in NU (barring Gus Yahya) which 
included imams and social activists. When the first author asked Holland 
Taylor to clarify what the Humanitarian Islam movement’s objectives 
were, specifically if they included aspects like aid and social services, 
he said,

76 Bayt ar-Rahmah, “Political Communiqué: Humanitarian Islam”, 30 March 
2017, https://baytarrahmah.org/2017_03_30_humanitarian-islam/
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It’s humanitarian in the deepest sense, in a spiritual sense. You see, 
the word humanitarian, in the form that you describe, which is a 
natural way for many people in the West [to] think, particularly the 
more secular people are, the more they’ll tend to think [the] way 
… you just said, because that’s the secular framework [regarding] 
humanitarian. But the more spiritual people are, the more they 
will tend to intuitively grasp what we mean by the term.77

Yet, fieldwork reveals that it is perhaps not so much a lack of spirituality 
as an issue of semantics that limits the reach of Humanitarian Islam. 
Beyond the issue of semantics, the broad, catch-all nature of Humanitarian 
Islam that has allowed it to include fringe actors traditionally excluded in 
interfaith conversations has made the concept a victim of its own success. 
While unintended, far-right partners such as the Bharatiya Janata Party 
(BJP) and the Hindu nationalist paramilitary organization Rashtriya 
Swayamesevak Sangh (RSS)’s Ram Madhav have reportedly used ideas 
espoused in the Humanitarian campaign to justify BJP’s illiberal policies 
in India.78 Examples include referring to Indonesian Muslim practices 
regarding the hijab to defend a hijab ban in the BJP-led Karnataka.79 
Bringing fringe actors on board—a method of Humanitarian Islam—
could paradoxically reinforce far-right policies.

Secondly, the Humanitarian Islam vision has been criticized as being 
too idealistic and too elitist. Related to the point above, NU has not 
managed to organize in accordance with its Humanitarian Islam agenda. 
For this reason, many NU members, including NU intellectuals, are 

77 Author’s personal communication with Holland Taylor, June 2023.
78 Ahmad Rizky M. Umar, “Strange Bedfellows: Why Do Far-Right Leaders 
Support Indonesia’s Promotion of ‘Moderate Islam’?”, University of 
Melbourne, 31 August 2022, https://indonesiaatmelbourne.unimelb.edu.au/
strange-bedfellows-why-do-far-right-leaders-support-indonesias-promotion-of-
moderate-islam/
79 Ibid.; Ram Madhav, “Indian Muslims Need to Emulate the Indonesian Model”, 
Open, 18 February 2022, https://openthemagazine.com/cover-stories/indian-
muslims-need-to-emulate-the-indonesian-model/
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sceptical of the vision and its ability to reach the grassroots. NU’s main 
idea for religion to be the solution to human problems as exemplified 
in the organization of R20, is abstract and out of the reach of common 
people, including NU’s grassroots. The Humanitarian Islam vision has 
been criticized for only appealing to elites, and its ideals are confined to 
the discursive level only, on the other hand, NU has failed to perform real 
work in improving the livelihood of NU’s rank-and-file, as shown in its 
failure in helping followers against land exploitation by the government 
in the case of Kendeng, Pati, in Central Java.80 Local people, who are 
mostly NU followers, challenged the government’s decision to allow 
a state-owned cement company PT Semen Indonesia to exploit a plot 
of land in their area for a cement mining operation. They argued the 
mining operation would destroy the environment, but the government 
pressed ahead with their plan. NU was largely silent. Other cases include 
the Wadas case, in which the government pushed for the construction of 
a water reservoir despite resistance by locals, mostly followers of NU 
concerned about environmental and human rights impact.81 In addition, 
interviews with several NU intellectuals reveal a common sentiment that 
Humanitarian Islam is too far from the immediate economic concerns of 
the masses.

A leading NU intellectual even burst out laughing when he heard 
about the collaboration between NU and an Afro-American Muslim 
community, later noting that NU was “poor” and unable to carry out such 
a massive project.82 Such criticism is compounded by the ambiguous 
positioning of NU in the R20, with Saudi Arabia as a generous funding 
source.83 While NU had typically been a strong opponent of Wahhabism, 

80 Syafiq Hasyim and Norshahril Saat, “Nahdlatul Ulama ‘Going Global’: Charity 
Should Begin at Home”, Fulcrum, 23 March 2022, https://fulcrum.sg/nahdlatul-
ulama-going-global-charity-should-begin-at-home/
81 Ibid.
82 Insights from various interviews and conversations during Sara Loo’s field 
work across Indonesia in June–July 2023.
83 Hasyim, “Prospects and Weaknesses of the R20 Forum on Religion Launched 
at the G20 Summit in Bali”.

24-J11007 01 Trends_2024-22.indd   3124-J11007 01 Trends_2024-22.indd   31 5/9/24   11:32 AM5/9/24   11:32 AM



32

its position became less clear with events like the cancellation of 
Lembaga Dakwah Nahdlatul Ulama (LDNU) which had recommended 
the abolition of Wahhabism. Such a move would have potentially 
threatened Saudi’s support for NU.

Thirdly, the decentralized nature of NU’s partners makes it difficult 
for buy-in or even awareness at an organization-wide level. A case in 
point is the limited awareness among the IWDM community, owing 
to the community’s decentralized structure. Partnerships established at 
the mosque level, despite being brought up during monthly (or more 
frequent) regional and national meetings, are not well known across 
the network, and for several reasons. According to Imam Dr Bashir Ali, 
Midwest Section Convener and National Convener of Imams of IWDM, 
there is firstly no hierarchy among the mosques; each is considered equal 
to all the others. Although Imam Talib of Masjid Muhammad mentioned 
that other mosques look to them, it seems that there are no institutional 
structures for mosques to partake in common alliances or activities. 
Secondly, while it is typical to have monthly regional and national 
meetings, imams are invited to, but not obligated to participate. Another 
imam from the IWDM community shared that he personally knows only 
about ten other imams out of a few hundred, despite having been an imam 
for decades. This partly explains the limits of NU’s attempts at promoting 
Humanitarian Islam via social partnerships with organizations in places 
where it does not have grassroots reach.

Humanitarian Islam only makes sense (at face value) on a higher 
level, as a seemingly universal term to smooth over differences between 
NU and the IWDM, but not necessarily at the organizational (NU/
IWDM) level.

4. CONCLUDING REMARKS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS
The concept of Humanitarian Islam while an admirable goal, has only 
seen early-stage successes in the form of social partnerships with inter- 
and intra-religious organizations on a global level. NU still faces three 
main communications-related areas of challenges: within NU, among the 
grassroots, and across organizations.
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The successful partnerships with organizations such as the IWDM, 
aided by using universal terms like indigeneity, humanitarian Islam and 
human dignity, show that such universal vocabulary is helpful in appealing 
to partners, even if upon closer examination theologies may differ. More 
importantly, the self-perception, or at least, self-representation of each 
organization as “indigenous” or “native” is promising for NU’s future 
social partnerships. It also gestures at the nature of partnerships that 
NU could forge moving forward. With Yahya’s ambitions to establish 
partnerships with communities in traditionally less focused countries 
in Asia and Africa, such framing of being indigenous (to Islam) could 
garner appeal among Muslim communities in the Global South who have 
for a long time been seen as peripheral in discussions on Global Islam.84

Yet, for this vision to truly succeed, more needs to be done to enhance 
the clarity of the message, raise awareness of the importance of the vision 
in the average person, and follow up on efforts with partner organizations. 
We thus propose the following:

Firstly, on a definitional level, more clarity is needed for a term as 
broad as Humanitarian Islam. As much as a positive definition (albeit an 
unquantifiable one) at the level of spirituality is communicated, many 
still misunderstand the term to be one that entails disaster relief, aid, 
charity and social services. There is a need to state what Humanitarian 
Islam is not. While unintended, the inclusion of fringe actors traditionally 
excluded from the conversation has allowed for Humanitarian Islam to 
be misused for their own benefits. More needs to be done to safeguard 
against such misuse.

Secondly, given the decentralized nature of NU, a better 
communication strategy needs to be put in place to raise awareness of the 
importance of humanitarian Islam. In this regard, holding more halaqah 
on Humanitarian Islam could be helpful, with a focus on sites like the 
pesantren. Halaqah translates to “circle”, which in the NU context, is 

84 See, for example, Megan Brankley Abbas, Whose Islam? the Western University 
and Modern Islamic Thought in Indonesia (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
2021).
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a tradition of discussion carried out in Islamic boarding schools where 
participants sit in a circle to discuss a pre-selected issue.85 As it stands, 
NU launched over 200 halaqah across Indonesia in August 2022 on the 
topic of fikih peradaban (Jurisprudence of a Global Civilization). This 
move is part of Gus Yahya’s wider commitment to recontextualize Islam, 
an effort that is a key component of the Humanitarian Islam concept.

Thirdly, more engagement is needed with the congregants of partner 
organizations. Throughout conversations with congregants of the IWDM 
community across south-side Chicago and Washington, DC, it became 
evident that none were aware of the NU-IWDM partnership, or even 
about Indonesia in general. For NU to truly leave a mark on a global 
level, concerted efforts need to be made to engage not just the top leader, 
but also local-level religious leaders and the congregation. This can 
be done through dialogues, forums, roundtables and the like. NU has 
been doing much work in fostering good relationships with a substantial 
number of Muslim clerics in Afghanistan. Such ties have also been a way 
for NU and the Indonesian government to promote peace, boost NU’s 
influence and score diplomatic achievements for the government. This 
practice needs to be developed further.

In an interview, Yahya Staquf said that success meant “setting up 
some strategy to a point that there’ll be no return from there”.86 It remains 
to be seen if Humanitarian Islam has the power to leave a strong impact 
in the world to the point of there being “no return”.

85 NU Online, “Halaqah”, 24 November 2012, https://www.nu.or.id/nasional/
halaqah-EGGFq; Bayt ar-Rahmah, “Islamic Jurisprudence for a Global 
Civilization”, 21 January 2023, https://baytarrahmah.org/2023_01_21_islamic-
jurisprudence-for-a-global-civilization/
86 Sara Loo, in-person interview with Yahya Cholil Staquf, Secretary-General of 
Nahdlatul Ulama, 3 July 2023.
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