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The Washington Institute

Amidst a deepening crisis in the Middle East,
Nahdlatul Ulama Chairman consults with U.S. Government officials and policy experts

“A leading Muslim thinker explains how religious figures can play a truly effective role in
regional peacebuilding by questioning the embedded norms that fuel intercommunal
violence, including in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.”

~ The Washington Institute for Near East Policy

WASHINGTON, DC, 15 — 17 September 2024 — Against a backdrop of escalating tensions
in the Middle East that threatened to erupt into a full-scale regional war, Nahdlatul Ulama (NU)
General Chairman KH. Yahya Cholil Staquf visited the United States to consult with U.S.
policymakers, government officials, and Washington insiders regarding NU’s strategy to
transform religion from a source of conflict into an engine for Middle East peace.

Head of the world’s largest Muslim organization and founder and Chairman of the G20
Religion Forum (R20), Mr. Staquf traveled to America shortly before the inauguration of
Indonesia’s newly elected president Prabowo Subianto and his administration, which occurred
on 20 October 2024. Indonesia is the world’s largest Muslim-majority nation and democracy
and dominates the Straits of Malacca, Sunda, and Lombok, through which approximately half
of the world’s seaborne trade passes. It is also the largest Member State of ASEAN, whose
Secretariat is located in the Indonesian capital, Jakarta.

Mr. Staquf and members of his delegation discussed a wide range of topics with their U.S.
interlocutors, including current developments in Indonesia, the Indo-Pacific, and the Middle
East, as well as rapidly metastasizing threats to international peace and security — threats that
include growing socio-cultural and political polarization in the United States.

Members of the NU delegation included C. Holland Taylor, Special Advisor for International
Affairs to the General Chairman, Nahdlatul Ulama Central Board and Deputy Chairman &
CEOQ of the Center for Shared Civilizational Values, which serves as Permanent Secretariat for
the G20 Religion Forum (R20); Dr. Timothy S. Shah, Director of Strategic Initiatives and
founding board member, Center for Shared Civilizational Values; and H. Achmad Ghufron
Sirodj, a member of Indonesia’s House of Representatives (DPR).

Senior NU leaders established the Center for Shared Civilizational Values in order to prevent
the political weaponization of identity; curtail the spread of communal hatred; promote
solidarity and respect among the diverse peoples, cultures, and nations of the world; and foster
the emergence of a more just and harmonious world order, founded upon respect for the equal
rights and dignity of every human being.

The NU delegation held substantive discussions at the Atlantic Council with its President and
CEO Fred Kempe; William Wechsler, Director of the Rafik Hariri Center for the Middle East;
Ryan Arant, newly appointed Director of the N7 Initiative; as well as other Atlantic Council
experts.
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Mr. Staquf also met with leaders of the Heritage Foundation, including its former president and
CEO, Edwin J. Feulner; Jeff Smith, Director of the Asian Studies Center; and other foreign
policy and national security experts, such as Mike Gonzalez, Senior Fellow and former editor
of The Wall Street Journal’s Asia edition; Brent Sadler, Senior Research Fellow for Naval
Warfare and Advanced Technology in the Allison Center for National Security and career
naval officer who served as an advisor to the Chief of Naval Operations in the U.S. Navy; Jay
W. Richards, Director of the Richard and Helen DeVos Center for Life, Religion, and Family;
and Max Primorac, Senior Research Fellow in the Margaret Thatcher Center for Freedom and
former Deputy Administrator of the U.S. Agency for International Development.

Mr. Staquf and members of his delegation also met with Uzra Zeya, Under Secretary of State
for Civilian Security, Democracy, and Human Rights, and Ambassador Deborah Lipstadt, U.S.
Special Envoy to Monitor and Combat Antisemitism; Tony Perkins, President of the Family
Research Council; Rev. Johnnie Moore, founder and CEO of The KAIROS Company and
President of The Congress of Christian Leaders; Michael Abramowitz, Director, Voice of
America and long-time President of Freedom House; Dr. Peter Berkowitz, former Director of
Policy Planning at the U.S. Department of State; and with family members of hostages
currently being held in the Gaza Strip.

At The Washington Institute for Near East Policy, Executive Director Robert Satloff moderated
a two-hour seminar in which Mr. Staquf discussed “a religious strategy for effective
peacebuilding in the Middle East.” A rapporteur’s summary of Mr. Staquf’s remarks at The
Washington Institute may be read below.

On September 17, H.E. Yahya Cholil Staquf (“Pak Yahya”), General Chairman of the
Nahdlatul Ulama Central Board in Indonesia, addressed a Washington Institute roundtable
event. The following is a rapporteur’s summary of his remarks; they should not be cited or
quoted as direct remarks by him.

The role of religion remains fundamental in many societies and has the potential to play a
critical role in fostering Middle East peace. Yet all too often, religion is used to justify perpetual
conflict and violence, pitting adherents of one religion against others. Establishing a viable
framework for peace will necessitate recontextualizing obsolete and problematic tenets of
religious orthodoxy that incite enmity and conflict, and developing a new set of religious norms
rooted in universal ethics and humanitarian values.

Shortly after the October 7 attack, Nahdlatul Ulama convened the R20 International Summit
of Religious Authorities (ISORA) in Jakarta to examine the role of religion in addressing
Middle East violence and threats to a rules-based international order. While Indonesian
Muslims are distant from the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in Gaza, there is naturally sympathy
among Indonesians for their fellow Muslims in Palestine. The war in Gaza has given new
impetus to an urgent question: do religious followers truly have an interest in ending the
conflict, and what do their respective religions tell them about how to achieve a just and lasting
peace?

Religious hatred, supremacy, and violence are often justified by specific tenets of religious
orthodoxy and various norms that have been historically associated therewith. Throughout
most of Islamic history, Muslims lived with an existential threat posed by conflict with non-
Muslim powers. As a result, Muslims developed specific elements of Islamic jurisprudence to
defend themselves and regulate such conflict. This, in turn, gave birth to various norms,
including the idea that Muslims must wage war against other religious groups in perpetuity.



Other religions have developed similar norms, which encourage their followers to pursue
military, political, and religious supremacy. Throughout history, such norms have found
legitimacy within the belief systems of various religions, despite the fact that the core ethos of
religion is rooted in the idea that all of humanity is a single family whose members should
coexist peacefully.

In order to recontextualize problematic tenets of religious orthodoxy that authorize violence,
we must create a new framework for peace in which we restore primacy to this core ethos. One
example of such an effort is what the Roman Catholic Church accomplished with the Second
Vatican Council, particularly Nostra aetate and Dignitatis humanae — revolutionary reforms
that encouraged greater openness and respect toward people of other faith traditions. Inspired
by this legacy, we at Nahdlatul Ulama seek to recontextualize orthodox teachings within a
specifically Islamic framework.

Ordinary human beings throughout the world have a shared interest in peace for the sake of
our collective survival. Allowing religion to be weaponized and transformed into a pretext for
conflict poses a clear danger to humanity. Religious authorities should play a central role in
developing new sociocultural and religious norms that encourage peace, and in developing a
geopolitical framework in which these norms can flourish. In other words: we need to develop
a new strategy, in the Middle East and beyond, that allows religion to play a truly effective role
in peacebuilding.

When it comes to the specific question of Israel, it is our view that there is no inherent
theological obstacle to the existence of a Jewish state in Palestine, particularly considering the
context of postwar history.

We recognize that today’s global order, established in the wake of World War Il and affirmed
in the UN Charter, is very different from the “law of the jungle” that governed human affairs
for thousands of years, when kingdoms, empires, and tribal confederations competed for power
and influence. Two guiding principles of our current global order are the idea of equal dignity
among sovereign states and respect for international borders. In 2023, Nahdlatul Ulama
officially ruled that, from the perspective of Islamic law, the UN Charter is a legitimate
agreement and thus binding upon Muslims worldwide. We also recognize that the State of
Israel was established within the parameters of this global order and is very much a part of it.

As for the possibility that Indonesia may, one day, normalize relations with Israel: it is
important to note that Indonesia’s position regarding the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is not based
primarily on religious views, but rather is rooted in the aspirations and principles articulated in
the UN Charter. Historically, Indonesian leaders — going back to President Sukarno, the
Bandung Conference, and the creation of the Non-Aligned Movement — have criticized Israel
as a colonial power that is occupying Palestinian territory.

Former Indonesian president and Nahdlatul Ulama chairman KH. Abdurrahman Wahid was
one of the few prominent voices in Indonesian history who argued in favor of recognizing
Israel. In general, Indonesians oppose the recognition of Israel. However, clear gestures by
Israel that demonstrate how its policies adhere to the terms of the postwar international order,
as defined by the aspirations of the UN Charter, would go a long way toward improving Israel’s
image among the Indonesian people.

This summary was prepared by Sydney Hilbush.



