

[image: Cover]



Original Research

Promoting moderate Islam in a global community through the ‘English for Ulama’ programme

Agus Ahmad Safei1,*,[image: symbol]

1Department of Islamic Community Development, Faculty of Da’wa and Communication, Universitas Islam Negeri Sunan Gunung Djati, Bandung, Indonesia

Abstract

The rise of religious conservatism following the 1998 reformasi has altered the face of Indonesian Islam, which has historically been regarded as peaceful and inclusive, which is why the Indonesian government has advocated for moderate Islam on a regional, national and even a global scale. Using West Java as a case study, this article presents the 2019 ‘English for Ulama’ (EFU) initiative, which intends to train ulama in West Java about the concept of moderate Islam before sending them to the United Kingdom to promote moderate Islamic discourse in a global setting. This study demonstrates that the EFU programme is a strategic project that not only benefits West Javanese ulama regionally, where they may develop networks with other Muslims on a worldwide scale, but also benefits from the national development of moderate Islamic discourse. On a global scale, this programme is one of the best examples of moderate Islamic discourse diplomacy as the nature of Indonesian Islam. Furthermore, supporting moderate Islam on a worldwide scale is likely to influence Western society’s view of Islamophobia.

Contribution: Although the EFU programme is a local government initiative, it has contributed to the promotion of moderate Islam at the world level and is framed as global diplomacy.
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Introduction

Despite the fact that Muslims constitute the majority of the population, which numbers over 220 million people (Kettani 2010), Indonesia is a democratic state. Hefner (2000) discovers that Indonesia has built a democratic model consistent with the views of the Muslim majority, which is defined by the presence of civil and public institutions as one of the key criteria of democratic governments. In the 1990s, a number of Muslim scholars, including Abdurrahman Wahid, Nurcholish Madjid, and Dawam Rahardjo, were influential in defining Islamic discourse in the media. Similarly, Islamic social organisations such as ‘Nahdlatul Ulama’ and ‘Muhammadiyah’ play an important role at the grassroots level.

These religious organisations expanded swiftly with their respective movements, particularly during the New Order era. At the same time, the Indonesian reform marked by the fall of the New Order in 1998 has opened a new chapter in the public appearance of minority groups. However, the reformasi has created new issues, such as the growth of numerous religious ideas that contribute to populism and extremism. This dynamic also contributes to the rise of Islamic conservatism or populism (Azra 2017), which Van Bruinessen (2013) refers to as the ‘conservative turn’.

Simultaneously, in a global context, the concept of moderate Islam is one of Indonesia’s policies in relation to the worldwide political constellation since the 9/11 incident. Among scholars, the term Islamic moderation raises a number of questions and even calls it a Western invention aimed at identifying and supporting certain governments in favour of others and not a concept clearly defined or accepted by Muslims themselves. With the decline of socialism and pan-Arabism in the Middle East, the only real ideological competition against Islam came from nationalism. However, nationalism seems difficult to promote outside one’s own country. This means that governments – even relatively secular and progressive ones – have interest in incorporating Islam into their foreign policies, using religious ideas to increase their prestige and promoting their interests abroad to spread the ‘soft power of Islam’ (Mandaville & Hamid 2018). Following the advent of extremist Islamic movements and terrorist groups in Indonesia, the concept of moderate Islam has become a popular discourse (Bakti 2005). Nonetheless, the definition of moderate remains contentious. In reality, moderate Islam is typically defined by a tolerant, contemporary, progressive, pro-democracy attitude, a secular approach, and an anti-violence stance in religious practices and sociopolitical life (see Cohen 2005).

After the Bali bombing in 2002, moderate Islamic discourse quickly gained popularity (Umar 2016). The thrill of this discourse is one of the answers because the Bali bombing has captured the attention of the global community to the point where the discourse has become one of Indonesia’s international strategies. This debate represents a significant step forward in Indonesia’s foreign policy. The major goal of the moderate Islam project in terms of foreign policy is to build a new image of Indonesian Islam in a global context and to open doors for moderate Muslim countries and the global community (Sukma 2009).

The Ministry of Religious Affairs also contributes to the moderate Islamic discourse by regulating religious preachers (Millie, Syarif & Fakhruroji 2020). However, the concept of moderate Islam is not new; several Indonesian Islamic scholars, such as Taher (1997), have advanced a similar idea through the concept of the middle path. The concept of religious moderation is becoming increasingly important in the context of Indonesia’s Islamic community, which is mainly related to the local wisdom (Casram & Dadah 2019) and inter-religious forum (Miharja & Mulyana 2019). It is increasingly confronted with concerns of religious identity as global media exposure grows (Solahudin & Fakhruroji 2020), which in some contexts shows a view that is more fundamental and different from the multicultural characteristics of Indonesian Islam (Ibrahim, Prasojo & Sulaiman 2019; Kusumah et al. 2020).

In a regional context, one of the regions in Indonesia that progressively welcomes the discourse of moderate Islam is West Java Province. Moreover, West Java has interest in building a more positive image regarding the expression of moderate religion because since 2012, it has been reported as one of the provinces in Indonesia with the highest rate of violence against minority religious groups (see Assyaukanie 2009; Wahid Institute 2012; Zulkifli 2013a). This sociological background is one of the considerations for the West Java Government to build and promote moderate Islam, one of which is through the programme ‘English for Ulama’ (EFU). This programme is expected to be a venue where ulama (Islamic scholars) from various backgrounds of religious mass organisations in West Java could gain a perspective on moderate Islamic discourse so that they can become agents who promote this discourse globally.

The goal of this initiative is to not only create opportunities for West Javanese ulama to gain experience but also to promote West Java as a model for implementing moderate Islam in worldwide societies. On a regional level, the EFU programme is a component of the ‘Pesantren Juara’ (Pesantren the Champion) initiative, which attempts to build moderate Islam. On a national level, this programme connects with the Ministry of Religious Affairs of the Republic of Indonesia’s goal of religious moderate mainstreaming. Thus, the EFU programme can be viewed as part of Indonesia’s global diplomacy through a multicultural da’wa (Islamic preaching) approach.

Although West Javanese ulamas’ understanding of moderate Islam is highly qualified, one of the barriers is their English abilities as an international language, which is then thought to be one of the elements behind West Javanese ulamas’ lack of involvement in a global context. This programme is a strategic step towards enhancing the role of ulama as peace messengers and participants in world issues from a moderate Islamic perspective. Furthermore, participants can help to develop the da’wa network and foster worldwide cooperation. As a result, this article covers the continuous execution of the EFU programme, which is centred on the experiences of ulama connected to their diplomatic obligations to promote moderate Islam in a global context and was carried out in the United Kingdom at this early stage.

Geertz (1960) recognises ulama as cultural brokers. This may be evident in the role and position of ulama in the society, which can be recognised by three factors. Firstly, consider the role of the ulama in the society in its original sense, namely, people who have extensive Islamic religious knowledge and share it with the society. Secondly, the ulama are in a position to solve the societal problems that have arisen. Thirdly, the ulama play a role as social change mediators, catalysts and executors, as well as a controlling aspect for social change. The position of ulama in the final two is likewise the same as persons who play a major role in interpreting government policies at the local community level (see Mansurnoor 1992).

Traditionally, ulama are authoritative persons who are thought to be the Prophets’ heirs (Ar. warathat al-anbiya), whereas, theoretically, ulama are actors who are seen as possessing religious authority because of the depth of their religious knowledge (Fakhruroji 2019a, 2019b). It is hardly unexpected that ulama have always played a significant role in Indonesian politics. Ulama played a role in the development of sultanates in several parts of Indonesia during the pre-colonial era. Meanwhile, throughout the colonial era, they became involved in the fight for independence through religious groups that mostly resulted in educational reform. Furthermore, with the founding of the Indonesian Ulama Council [Majelis Ulama Indonesia (MUI)] on July 26, 1975, their role in the post-colonial and modern Indonesian era has become increasingly essential and significant in the political environment (Ichwan 2005).

These facts have bolstered the argument that the government (politics) and the ulama (religious authority) have had such strong ties for a long period of time (see Abidin 2017; Mansurnoor 1992; Witro 2020; Zulkifli 2013b). Even Hefner (2000) believes that Indonesia’s adoption of a democratic and pluralist Islam demonstrates the country’s capacity to build a democratic model suited for its Muslim majority people. This is also shown up by the existence of Islamic mass groups that contribute positively to the advancement of democracy (Freedman 2009). On a more practical level, this is also evident in Indonesia’s Islamic education system, which has always been structured to promote moderate Islamic understanding (see, Ni’am 2015; Subaidi 2020; Zuhdi 2018).

However, when the reformation occurred, the character of moderate Islam in Indonesia began to shift, resulting in the establishment of numerous conservative religious movements (Azra 2017; Zuhdi 2018). Van Bruinessen (2013) refers to this phenomena as ‘the conservative turn’, which was exemplified by the Indonesian Ulama Council’s contentious fatwa (religious opinion) against anti-liberalism, secularism, and pluralism in 2005. It is critical to understand that the term ‘conservative’ refers to a rejection of current and contextual interpretations of Islamic teachings in this context (Van Bruinessen 2011).

Religious conservatism can be found not only in Indonesia but also all across the world. Several incidents of religious conservatism in European countries are frequently related to migration from conflict-torn Middle Eastern countries (Purwono 2016). The attack on the Charlie Hebdo office on January 07, 2015, and the attack on the Stade de France Paris Stadium on November 13, 2015, both of which killed more than 120 people and injured scores more, prompted President Hollande to declare a state of emergency. On a larger scale, this episode contributes to Islamophobia and misconceptions about Islam, as evidenced by the Prophet cartoon in the Danish magazine Jylland Posten (Makin 2015) and various other media, such as Geert Wilder’s film ‘Fitna’.

All of these occurrences suggest that the religious factor has rendered these situations not only a national matter but also a worldwide concern and that the religious dimension cannot be overlooked in the global setting. As a worldwide issue, all of these situations have a substantial impact on human interactions, social interactions, and human relations between countries, implying that this issue must be dealt effectively, which is the responsibility of actors, both personally and politically in a state setting (Purwono 2016). In other words, religious conservatism is an issue with a domino effect that necessitates a multiparty solution. In this context, moderate Islamic speech and theology are becoming increasingly important to be reflected.

On a national scale, moderate Islamic discourse began to gain momentum in the Indonesian post-reform in 1998 (Bakti 2005), which was begun by various Muslim scholars and grew increasingly popular after the Bali Bombing in 2002 (Umar 2016) because it was concerned with reinforcing democratic ideals in the face of conservatism (Van Bruinessen 2011; Zuhdi 2018). Conceptually, Islam describes moderation with the term wasathîya, which is a concept that has several meanings that are interconnected with each other, such as the concept of justice (al-’adl) and the concept of balance (al-tawâzun). This is based on the hadith of the Prophet who interprets the meaning of al-wasth with the meaning of al-’adl, as narrated by Ahmad ibn Hanbal and Bukhârî. Terminologically, the word wasathan can be understood as a balance between belief and tolerance. The conditions for realising a good wasathîya attitude certainly require faith and tolerance, while to be able to realise good faith and tolerance requires a wasathîya view. In this context, Islam wasathîya also means not liberal and not radical. According to Makruf (2011), ‘moderate Islam’ is the value underpinning the Islamic movement that supports democracy, which may be optimally used in the Indonesian setting because it is compatible with the state ideology. Furthermore, the characteristics of the moderate Islamic movement are founded on the importance of local and cultural values in the construction of the country and Nurcholis Madjid stated that the moderate Islamic movement embraced the values of inclusivism and pluralism (see Bakti 2005).

As a result, the concept of moderation in Indonesian Islam can be divided into the following characteristics: (1) employing an anti-violence philosophy in imparting Islamic da’wa; (2) embracing modernity, including science and technology, democracy, human rights and the like; (3) employing rational thinking; (4) employing a contextual approach in comprehending Islam; and (5) employing ijtihad (intellectual decisions in deciding legal opinions if there is no justification for the Quran and Hadith). This trait can be expressed practically in a variety of ways, including tolerance, harmony, and collaboration with various religious groups (Hilmy 2013; Musawar et al. 2019). Similarly, Cohen (2005) defines moderate Islam as tolerant, modern, progressive, pro-democracy, secular-like, and anti-violence in religious and sociopolitical practices.

Following the Bali bombings in 2002, moderate Islamic rhetoric gained popularity, ushering in a new pattern of Indonesian foreign policy. Prior to 2002, Indonesia rarely utilised the term ‘Islam’ as the primary basis of its foreign policy; even the New and Old Orders promoted democracy and neglected Islam in their foreign policies. However, during Soesilo Bambang Yudhoyono’s presidency, Indonesia was more active in promoting moderate Islam in international relations framed by Islamic values, notably Islam rahmatan lil alamin (Purwono 2017).

As it is not surprising that the use of the term moderate Islam can be interpreted as the re-emergence of Indonesian Islamic identity in foreign policy, Hashemi (2009) believes moderate Islamic thought to be a political interpretation that places Islam in the discourse of liberal democracy. Indonesia’s diplomatic approach to moderate Islam is often represented in intensive interaction at the levels of interfaith, interculture, and inter-civilisation, with the goal of creating mutual understanding between different religions, beliefs, cultures, and civilisations (Andriasanti 2014).

Maintaining a moderate Islamic perspective is an endeavour to avoid radical religious ideas in Indonesia and to behave pragmatically as an identity with a larger representation in the international arena (Nugraha 2012). By analogy, more moderate Islam discourse is linked to the country’s foreign policy, which equals to ‘moderate Indonesian Islam’ and ‘acceptance of Indonesian principles’. In a global sense, Indonesia’s introduction of a moderate strain of Islam is a revolutionary in its foreign policy. This can be viewed as a means of creating a fresh image of Islam on a global scale while also improving conditions in Muslim countries (Sukma 2009). As a result, Indonesia should serve as a model for the modern Islamic community in dealing with foreign relations concerning Islamic symbols (Anwar 2010).

Practically speaking, international diplomacy cannot only be carried out structurally by the government, but it can also be done culturally through various specific programs, as evidenced by several studies conducted by Amarullah (2015) on the Rumah Budaya programme, a programme of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Indonesia and the Ministry of Education and Culture of the Republic of Indonesia in Germany, or Gabriella (2013). Furthermore, efforts to develop moderate Islamic discourse necessitate the participation of diverse actors from civil society, including ulama and preachers as religious leaders. Their engagement is not only just as messengers but also as an ideal model of moderate Muslim figures with a cosmopolitan viewpoint (Azizah & Azhar 2015; Jailani 2014).

Da’wa, as diplomacy, is a manifestation of cross-cultural interaction and communication that encompasses the idea of civilisation (taqwîm al-hadhârah), namely, an intentional and systemic effort so that the goal of da’wa can turn into khayra ummah (QS. Ali Imran [3]: 110, superior humans and civilisations with a high level of culture and civility. In accordance with Islamic teaching, this effort must respect the values of democracy, human rights, gender equality, and the preservation of nature and the environment while remaining devoid of violence, compulsion, and intimidation (see, QS. Al-Baqarah [2]: 256). Normatively, Ismail (2017) contends that da’wa should be carried out with full civility (QS. An-Nahl [16]: 125) and based on public interests rather than preachers (QS. Ibrahim [14]: 4). This involves an understanding that a preacher must be able to adapt the conditions of the targets so that, in the context of a multicultural society, da’wa is presented as an interfaith dialogue.

As a result, the rhetoric of moderate Islam as a foreign policy for Indonesia must be advanced in a more realistic setting by involving the ulama. This has a critical role in reinforcing the identity and rebuilding the image of Indonesian Islam on a worldwide scale. Although the discourse of Islamic moderation has gained a lot of attention from academics and the media in both the West and the East, this phrase remains contradictory because different locations and contexts have different understandings (Islam & Khatum 2015). This situation poses a problem for Indonesia in terms of promoting moderate Islam to the global population, which is intended to improve the country’s image in relation to the issue of terrorism.

This campaign has the potential to turn into soft diplomacy for Indonesia. Diplomacy framed as multicultural preaching through interfaith engagement is important not only for the country but also for ulama to play a role in echoing the message of peace and contributing to the country’s image. Furthermore, this initiative is capable of highlighting other concerns such as education, gender, youth, and the economy as critical components in responding to terrorism and conservatism. Another advantage of interfaith discussion is the chance for Indonesian ulama to establish worldwide networks in order to promote cooperation and communication between the government and religious figures, both locally and globally.

Method

This article is a qualitative study that uses a case study methodology to describe the EFU programme and its follow-up, namely, sending the ulama who participated in this programme to the United Kingdom as one of the centres of Western civilisation. As a result, this study discusses not only the EFU programme but also the participants’ experiences as diplomatic agents promoting moderate Islam in a worldwide setting.

The study was conducted intensively for 6 months to get an overview including the conceptual understanding of the programme, training curriculum, and the process of sending the ulama who participate in this programme to the United Kingdom to promote moderate Islam in the global community. The subjects of this study are the Governor of West Java as the initiator and person in charge of this programme, facilitators, participants, and the chair of the institutions involved such as British Council Indonesia, British Embassy, Indonesian Embassy in London, Association of British Muslim, and British Institute of Peace.

The data collection strategies used were in-depth interviewing, observation, focused group discussion, and documentation research, all of which are interrelated. In-depth interviews were performed to ascertain the programme’s significance. Meanwhile, observations were carried out to elicit information on the curriculum and practical implementation of this programme, while focused group conversations with participants were held to get information on their experiences participating in this programme. Four people were chosen as key informants using a purposive methodology with criteria aligned with the research aims. Validation of the data was accomplished using triangulation procedures involving theoretical sources and key informants. Following that, data are interpreted using a theoretical framework and then narratively presented in many major subjects related to the research objectives.

Results and discussion

Indonesia, as the world’s largest Muslim country, has the potential to become a global centre for Islamic civilisation. The qualities of moderate Islam are currently under attack from conservative interpretations, which have sparked a variety of religious populist organisations. While it is acknowledged that religious populism movements do not always have an extreme bent as long as they are connected to religious authority (Solahudin & Fakhruroji 2020), some of these movements have eroded the qualities of moderate Indonesian Islam that have been created throughout time through Pancasila and democratic norms.

The promotion of moderate Islam is significant on a deeper level because it corresponds to the widespread symptoms of Islamophobia on a worldwide scale. On the other hand, it is recognised that advocating for moderate Islam in a global setting requires not only mastery of moderate Islamic concepts but also proficiency in English. It should be mentioned that the majority of English speakers in Indonesia are academics and the number is still quite low. This situation was then addressed by the Government of West Java Province through the EFU initiative, which was launched in 2019 in collaboration with the British Embassy and British Council in Jakarta. Through this programme, West Javanese ulama from all religious backgrounds acquire information and English skills necessary to serve as agents of diplomacy for Islamic moderation on a global scale, beginning with the United Kingdom.

‘English for Ulama’ and the global network for ulama

The EFU programme is one of the Government of West Java Province’s strategic initiatives to improve the English proficiency of West Java ulama in order for them to communicate moderate Islam in a global context. One of the programme’s considerations is the fact that the role of West Javanese ulama is perceived to be suboptimal in worldwide discussions of Islam. Numerous international events related to Islamic discourses and advancements have largely been organised by Middle Eastern ulama, despite Indonesia’s near-limitless progressive and prospective resources. Several individuals were chosen for this programme to travel to the United Kingdom and deliver a message of peace on interreligious dialogue from a moderate Islamic perspective.

The visit’s objective is: (1) to foster greater understanding, cooperation, and tolerance between Muslims and other religious communities worldwide, (2) to enhance the bond of brotherhood between the Muslim community in West Java and the world’s other religious communities, (3) to increase awareness of pluralism and interreligious dialogue as a means of achieving a better world, and (4) to create avenues for connection and contact with other ulama and religious communities on a national and worldwide scale.

The EFU programme scheme begins with the selection process of participants obtained through the Indonesian Ulema Council (MUI) network in West Java with several general requirements: (1) The participants should be from elements of ulama or pesantren leaders, (2) they should have a strong to moderate mastery of Islamic religious knowledge, and (3) they should be willing to actively improve their English skills. So far, the EFU programme is the only one in Indonesia and has inspired and motivated the implementation of similar programmes in several other regions in Indonesia so that in the long term it will be able to contribute to building a more tolerant, peaceful, and moderate life.

Following two weeks of rigorous preparation, selected participants were sent to the United Kingdom and stayed for two weeks to deliver speeches in dialogue forums planned by the joint programme’s sponsors. The participants were officially greeted at the British Parliament building, where various authorities, including several ministerial-level officials, were present. Following their reception, the five chosen ulama were scattered around five cities: London, Manchester, Bristol, Birmingham, and Glasgow. Similarly, their respective destination cities greeted them with open arms. The five delegations carried out a range of activities in accordance with the directives.

As an illustration, participants stayed in London, and for example carried out da’wa activities and visited various communities, such as Addison & Khan Solicitor, and the Business and Law Firm of Pakistani Community. Participants also visited the City Hall of London; met a member of Parliament, Unmesh Desai who is also the ‘right hand’ of London mayor Sadiq Khan; attended the Interfaith Dialogue organised by Qoissar Abbas, which included a Friday sermon and the commemoration of the Prophet’s birthday at the Madina Mosque. Participants also met the mayor of Barking; visited Lady Aisha Academy, the Moslem Council of Britain (MCB), and the East London Mosque; attended the Interfaith Dialogue at Feltham Forest; had interviews with honorary members of parliament and the mayor of Feltham; attended the Interfaith Dialogue at Central London Mosque; and visited the Catholic Church, St. Angela’s Ursuline School, and took part in a live interview on the TV Islam Channel.

Overall, this initiative was a success, exceeding expectations. Individuals such as Adnan Sohail, Mohammad Abbasi, Kurshid Ahmad, and Paul Salahudin Armstrong all lent their support to this effort. The participation of various British Islamic figures has also expanded networking chances for Indonesian ulama, particularly those from West Java. This is consistent with the programme’s long-term objective, which is to elevate West Java’s ulama to a position of prominence on the worldwide stage, as Governor Ridwan Kamil noted:


English for Ulama aims to prepare ulama in West Java to become agents of reform and support the vision and mission of the Government of West Java Province, namely realizing “Jawa Barat Juara Lahir Batin” (Comprehensive Champion of West Java). The English for Ulama program encourages West Java to be a competitive area and able to play a role in the international level. (Interview with Ridwan Kamil, the Governor of West Java)



While the EFU programme’s pragmatic purpose is to bolster the West Java government’s vision and goal, it is also a publicly oriented initiative, as it encompasses all West Javanese ulama who are pesantren-based. Thus, this programme not only has a tremendous impact on the image of Indonesian Islam, particularly in West Java, but also serves as a progressive and proactive vehicle for disseminating moderate Islamic discourse on a global scale. On the other hand, this curriculum teaches West Javanese ulama vital skills for being more tolerant, inclusive and capable of collaborating with other parties in a global setting. As active agents, they can fortify the worldwide network that the government has facilitated and ensure its continuous viability.

‘English for Ulama’ programme as foreign diplomacy

Although knowledge on the Islamic world is widely available, most British people, like those in other Western nations, are unaware of Muslims living in Indonesia. So far, people have learned about the Islamic world from the media, which frequently portrays Islam as Arab, with its different wars. Not to mention that the media’s coverage of numerous wars and acts of Arab-Islamic extremism has formed the perception of Islam as an intolerant religion, giving rise to Islamophobia. In response, this programme expressed the grandeur and richness of Indonesian culture, particularly Sundanese culture in West Java, so that the EFU programme, ideally, can be a new means to exhibit a peaceful and tolerant face of Islam in the worldwide arena.

As the ‘spokesperson’ for Indonesian Islam and particularly West Java, the entire delegation was involved in dialogue with various communities. They were also interviewed by various media, both radio and television, and also visited Muslim and non-Muslim figures. Apart from that, they also visited schools to convey the understanding and practice of Islam in Indonesia. Beni Safitra, for example, a young ulama from Sukabumi, West Java, was assigned to Manchester. He visited several places such as Minhaj College, the Muslim Chaplain at Manchester Metropolitan University, Student Islamic Society at the University of Manchester, Methodist Central Church to attend an interfaith dialogue, and International Muslim Charity to deliver Friday sermons at Madinah Hall, featured in interviews with BBC radio, and participated in the Prophet’s birthday celebrations at MCM (Minhaj College Manchester). Apart from Beni, Hasan who was assigned to London was also involved in various activities. This young ulama from Cirebon gave a speech at the Thurrock Interfaith Roundtable Dialogue, which was held in Thurrock by the Thurrock Labour Party and was attended by Qaisar Abbas and John Kent, Imams of Grays Mosque Salim Rahman and Abdul Rashid, as well as Pastor David Peterson from St. Clements Church and Matt Drummond of St. Stephens Church.

Aminudin Aziz, the Indonesian Education and Cultural Attaché in London, described the EFU programme as a new form of Indonesian diplomacy on the global arena. This is evidenced by the enthusiasm of the British people who attended the delegation’s reception at the British Parliament building. Various ministerial-level authorities, as well as Christian and Jewish luminaries, attended. A significant number of media outlets also contribute to the event’s uniqueness, demonstrating how the Western community requires objective information on the lives of Muslims in Indonesia, and this is an opportunity that must be capitalised on.

Similarly, Paul Smith, the Director of the British Council Indonesia, contends that queries regarding Islam are frequently raised as a result of misconceptions about Islam. As a result, it is unsurprising that the majority of Westerners label Islam negatively. Indonesians regard Islam as more tolerant, kind, and peaceful. Paul added that the message of Indonesian Islam’s warmth and kindness must be repeated in the United Kingdom. Meanwhile, the Indonesian Ambassador to the United Kingdom, Ireland, and the International Maritime Organization (IMO) referred to the EFU initiative as a watershed moment in Indonesian diplomacy on a worldwide scale:


EFU delegation to the United Kingdom is a breakthrough for Indonesia’s diplomatic efforts. As a country with the largest Muslim population, this is an important step taken by the Government of West Java Province to demonstrate, convey and spread a peaceful Islam from an Indonesian perspective to the world. (Interview with Paul Smith, the Director of the British Council, Indonesia)



This is in line with the statement of the British Ambassador to Indonesia and Timor Leste, which states that the EFU programme has made Indonesia an example in bringing the message of peaceful Islam to the world through the following statement:


We are proud and support the ulama in spreading peace to the international community from an Islamic perspective. EFU has marked the start of the program’s mission to support ulama to become messengers of peaceful Islam to the international community and to make Indonesia as an excellent example of a Muslim majority country with high tolerance. (Interview with Owen Jenkins, the British Ambassador to Indonesia and Timor Leste)



A similar comment may be found in the testimony of Adnan Sohail, a local partner of the Minhaj Welfare Foundation. According to him, the EFU programme should be continued and expanded in the future because what the Indonesian ulama shown can be a positive response to unfavourable opinions of the Western society. In addition, he anticipated that this could be a strategy to eliminate Islamophobia in Western societies.

In practice, the EFU programme is the best example of moderate Islamic discourse in Indonesian foreign policy. The intercultural and interfaith dialogue is a great example of the Indonesian government’s efforts to promote moderate Islam as an Indonesian Islam. Furthermore, unlike typical visits by government officials or diplomats, this programme involves ulama, who have the authority of religious competence and experience in Indonesia. This initiative is likely to become a global soft power for Indonesia, as the Indonesian government, in this case the Government of West Java Province, will use it as a forum for the sharing of ideas, beliefs, customs and other aspects of culture or identity, as well as the promotion of national interests.

As a diplomatic strategy, this programme emphasises how moderate Islam is the most ideal view of Islam for the development of contemporary and civilised community life, particularly in the setting of Indonesia, which is diverse in religion, race, ethnicity, culture and so on. This initiative has strategic benefits because it can not only strengthen efforts to mainstream religious moderation on a national scale but can also repair Indonesia’s image in the world after being affected by numerous concerns of religious extremism, conservatism, and radicalism.

Conclusions

For Indonesia, the 1998 reform marked a watershed moment in all aspects of Indonesian culture, including religious life. This transformation has created new issues, such as the spread of many religious doctrines, which has led to populism and even extremism. It also changed the features of Indonesian Islam, which had previously been peaceful and inclusive. A couple of religious extremists have questioned Indonesian Islam, which has responded by promoting moderate Islamic discourse, notably a more tolerant, contemporary, democratic, pro-democracy, secular, and nonviolent approach to both religious practice and social and political life, which has later become Indonesia’s foreign policy. This approach has been bolstered by the Ministry of Religious Affairs’ incorporation of religious moderation.

In a regional perspective, West Java is one of the provinces in Indonesia that embraces moderate Islamic speech through the EFU programme, which seeks to promote moderate Islamic discourse to the global community. Several young ulama from West Java stayed in the United Kingdom for two weeks to express moderate Islamic ideas in various settings. Pragmatically, this programme is part of the ‘Pesantren Juara’ (Pesantren the Champion) programme launched by the Government of West Java Province and aims to minimise religious radicalism in West Java. However, ideally, the ulama from this programme’s delegation will have numerous opportunity to network with other ulama in the United Kingdom. This is evident from the joyful reception they received when they came from many communities and prominent figures. Of course, this is a possibility that should be pursued in the future.

On a national-global scale, ulama participation in the EFU programme is an ideal example of global promotion of moderate Islamic discourse and can become a best practice in the delivery of moderate Islamic discourse as targeted in Indonesia’s foreign policy. The Indonesian government can create this programme to promote national interests through exchanging ideas, values, traditions, and other topics. The strategic benefits of this initiative include not just strengthening attempts to mainstream religious moderation in the Indonesian context but also restoring Indonesia’s and other Muslim countries’ global image. In other words, the EFU programme is a new type of Indonesian diplomacy aimed at spreading moderate Islam throughout the world.

Recommendation

This research focuses on the EFU programme launched by the West Java Provincial Government to promote moderate Islam in Indonesian. As a result, future research can examine the evolution of Western societies’ views on Indonesian Islam in greater depth to supplement this study.
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