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In last week’s article—“The Search for a New Face of Islam”—I discussed
the fact that various entities, capable of exercising broad geopolitical

influence, have begun to search for a genuinely tolerant face of Islam that
may serve as a shield against extremist currents, after the failure of the
Muslim Brotherhood [and its long-term influence operation in the West]. This article is its sequel.

[t is obvious that many Western leaders and communities are experiencing a problem with
Muslims—not with Islam—due to jihadist violence and the subversive political agenda of Muslim
interlocutors who were long perceived as “moderates.” These pseudo-moderates sought to undermine
Western culture, which has developed through the accumulation of historical experience over
a period of many centuries. They have done so by seeking to impose a new lifestyle upon their
European hosts, subverting and supplanting the West’s hard-won values—such as individual freedom,
tolerance, equality and justice—with their own lifestyle and values [which are based upon a narrow
interpretation of Islamic law].

The spiritual essence of Islam does not reject the prevailing modes of government and social
organization embraced by many Western countries, particularly those that promote the values of
freedom, equality and justice. However, Muslims who claim to implement the “pure” teachings
of Islam through widely-publicized acts of violence have provoked panic and revulsion towards
[slam among the general population of the West. Fortunately, certain members of the Western elite
who recognize the spiritual essence of religion, believe that Islam is more open and tolerant than
commonly perceived.

[t’s very difficult to exclude Islam from Western society, given that millions of European and
North American citizens now adhere to this religion. Hence, the search has begun for a Muslim
group whose understanding and practice of Islam constitutes a model of civilized behavior that does
not contradict the fundamental values of Europe and the United States.

The Western elites conducting this search hope to find an Islamic model that will not hark back
the medieval period of Islam and/or of Europe itself, when the church dominated every sphere of
life. This European history helps to explain the profound antipathy Westerners feel towards jihadist
groups that seek to propagate Islam with the sword, while neglecting the spiritual and humane
characteristics of religion. It also explains the ease with which pseudo-moderate groups have infiltrated
the corridors of power in the West.



[Ever since 9/11], emotional support has naturally flowed to any Muslim group that presents
itself as “moderate” and willing to adapt to Western systems of governance. Unfortunately, the vast
majority of these so-called “moderates” constitute a profound threat to the West, due to their specific
[Muslim Brotherhood] ideology and worldview. This threat does not stem from their movement
having been the fountainhead of most contemporary jihadists. Rather, it is due to the fact that these
pseudo-moderate groups are pursuing a complex political agenda that will inevitably lead to conflict
with, and within, Western societies, as they seek to undermine and transform these societies from
within.

Western sympathy towards the Muslim Brotherhood results from three primary factors: first, the
energy and commitment historically displayed by the Brotherhood, in pursuit of its agenda; second,
the Muslim Brotherhood’s successful penetration of many key sectors of Western society; and, third,
the fact that Westerners are still awaiting a viable alternative to the Muslim Brotherhood, which
displays the true face of moderation and succeeds in convincing the West to provide the broad-based
support required to defeat Islamist extremism.

Meanwhile, the author of this article has carefully analyzed the socio-political dynamics in Europe
and North America, through extensive discussion with Western experts on Islamic movements. This
socio-political analysis indicates that there is a profound reluctance, and even repugnance in the
West, towards explicitly supporting any purely Arab-Islamic current. It has become an idéefixe,
within the West, that the Arab face of Islam is hopelessly contorted by extremism. Therefore, certain
elements in the West have become interested in “Asian Islam,” which appears to be more moderate
than Arab Islam; less inclined to export radical ideology; less dominated by extremist interpretations
of religion; and possessed of a genuine and sincere tendency to act with tolerance.

The great Indonesian Islamic organization, Nahdlatul Ulama (NU)—which is also the world’s
largest, with 70 million followers—has begun to expand its operations internationally, to fill this
gap. The NU represents the most tolerant face of Islam, which is compatible with Western societies’
values and traditions, and shows no sign of wishing to engage in conflict with the West.

The Nahdlatul Ulama holds a view of Islam that its members describe as Islam Nusantara—East
Indies, or Indonesian Islam—which emphasizes the adaptation of religion to local culture, and firmly
rejects the ideology of extremist movements that have produced such a negative image of Islam in
the West. This tolerant face of Islam, in Indonesia, accepts all the different religions and cultures
that exist in the Malay Archipelago, and regards them as having a natural right to live side by side
with Islam.

Given the facts described above, the profoundly spiritual and tolerant worldview embodied in
the term Islam Nusantara has begun to expand beyond its local framework to a global environment.
Many lines of communication have been initiated between the Nahdlatul Ulama and various
Western governments. [Spiritual leaders within] the Nahdlatul Ulama have begun to establish
working relationships and operational nodes in many countries, operating under the organizational
name, “Home of Divine Grace (Bayt ar-Rahmah).” Each operational node propagates the model of
tolerance embraced by the Nahdlatul Ulama—such as peaceful coexistence with others and respect for
individuals’ right to privacy, including freedom of thought and conscience—and seeks to accomplish
this by leveraging the profound humane and spiritual values that underlie and animate all religions.
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Interestingly—based on information obtained from personnel who directly handle communications
between Islam Nusantara, as represented by the Nahdlatul Ulama, and key Western institutions—a
number of European and North American opinion leaders, including public intellectuals, scholars
and media figures, have embraced the idea and gradually begun to disseminate an awareness of
Islam Nusantara within their respective spheres of influence. They seek to prepare the local Western
environment to accept this tolerant model of Islam [and thereby generate the societal consensus
required to address the threat of radical Islam]. Many of these opinion leaders have become functional
allies of Home of Divine Grace (Bayt ar-Rahmah), or even support it emotionally. Home of Divine
Grace (Bayt arrRahmah) is operational in the U.S., Austria, Germany, Britain, Belgium and other
countries.

During my last visit to Jakarta, I directly witnessed that Western governments, and civil society,
have begun to provide tangible material and moral support for the Indonesian model. The idea
that cooperation with Indonesia may help stem the tide of extremist ideology and movements has
become more attractive to Western societies, for a variety of reasons. Those who are most aware
of the ideological and political dynamics within the Islamic world—and the geopolitical stakes
involved—wish to sever their ties to the Muslim Brotherhood, as evidenced by the recent actions of
David Cameron, Prime Minister of the United Kingdom.

Those who support engagement with Indonesian Islam seek to:

1. Reduce conflict between Islam and the West by fostering a desire for coexistence among
Muslim and non-Muslim communities, and by bridging the traumatic psychological and
emotional gap created by extremist atrocities;

2. Leverage the role of Southeast Asian Islam, and of Muslims from this region of the world,
who may play a positive role in Islam’s engagement with the West. For there is a long
tradition of Islam in Southeast Asia, developed by generations of brilliant Muslims active in
many fields, who have prioritized social harmony and unity with those of other faiths, rather
than conflict and religious supremacy.

English translation (of Arabic) by Eslam Saad.
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PDF of newspaper print edition (Arabic): “Political Horizons for Indonesian Islam”
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