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ABSTRACT

This study attempts to present the concept of the urgency of religious
moderation in Indonesia, based on contemporary social facts. The
approach used is qualitative. Data is taken from relevant literature,
especially related to contemporary realities in Indonesia. This study
shows that among the three major religious views in the Muslim world,
namely radical, moderate, and liberal, moderate religious views are the
right choice. This is based on several considerations. Among them are
the entry of the digital era which brings together various differences;
the plural condition of the Indonesian nation; a moderate attitude to life
has a strong religious foundation; and the need for a clear religious
identity in a disruptive era.

Keywords: Religious moderation, religious radicalism, liberalism,
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INTRODUCTION

Religion is an aspect that is always a main topic of discussion for a religious
nation like Indonesia. Many scholars view religion from two aspects (Zaini 2022,
50). The first aspect considers religion to contribute to guiding an individual or
society in performing social actions. The boundaries of right, wrong, good, and bad
become the main reasons for a religious person to carry out certain social actions.
The promise of heaven and the threat of hell often become powerful incentives for
someone to behave. In addition, religion also contributes by being a spiritual guide
for someone. In this regard, several studies often reveal that a person who believes
in religion has relatively higher self-esteem than someone who does not believe in
religion (Abbott, Harris, and Mollen 2016; Koenig 2015; Smith and Crosby III
2017).

The second aspect often blames religion for causing intolerant actions,
conflicts, even anarchic actions, and terrorism. Although many religious people

deny it by saying: "Do not blame the religion, these actions are taken because they
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do not understand religion well," the fact is that various intolerant actions are

carried out in the name of religion (Tito 2020; Revkin 2008).

Understanding religion has various forms that differ from one another.
Abdullah Saeed, as quoted by Busyro, provides six classifications of Islamic
thought: traditional, puritan, political, hard-line, secular, and progressive (Busyro
2017, 538). Similar to Saeed, Ayubi, as quoted by Ahyar, divides Muslim typologies
into six: 1) Simplistic Muslim (nominal Muslims); 2) Mutadayyin Muslim (devout
Muslims); 3) Islamic Modernist (Muslims who actively campaign for Islamic
reform like Jamaludin Al-Afghani and Muhammad Abduh); 4) Salafism (always
referring to the Qur'an and oriented to the early Muslim life, including dress codes,
socializing, etc. such as Wahhabism, Sanusiyah, etc.); 5) Fundamentalism (similar
to Salafism but tends to distrust Figh and sometimes radical, such as Takfiri

ideology in Syria) (Ahyar 2017).

The classifications of Saeed and Ayubi justify the diversity of Muslim
thoughts in defining Islam. Saeed and Ayubi are just examples that can be
mentioned. Besides them, many other scholars state the diversity of Muslim
thoughts in defining Islam. Although diverse, in general, religious views can be
grouped into three forms: radical Islam, moderate Islam, and liberal Islam. Among
these forms of religious views, the best form of religion, especially in Indonesia, is
moderate religion. This paper will elaborate on the importance of moderate

religious views based on various arguments.
DISCUSSION

Although Muslim religious views are diverse, they can be broadly divided
into three major views: radical, moderate, and liberal. In the Indonesian context,
after studying the various characteristics of these three views, the religious view
that is relevant and needed by Indonesian society is the moderate religious view.
This is based on social facts, namely: the inevitable entry of the digital era; the
plural condition of the Indonesian nation; the strong religious foundation (Islam) to

be moderate; and the need for a clear religious identity in a disruptive era.
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Among radical and liberal religious views, moderate religious views are a
middle way that can be an alternative, especially for a religious nation like
Indonesia. Various arguments can be put forward to support this statement. Before
that, the theoretical framework related to radical, liberal, and moderate religious

views will be presented first.
Radical Religious Views

"Radical" in the Indonesian dictionary (KBBI) means something
fundamental (down to the smallest details), very strong in demanding changes (for
example, in political aspects, legislative changes, etc.), and advanced in thinking or
acting (KBBI, n.d.). The term "radical" brings overlapping terms among scholars.
The abundance of articles discussing religious radicalism brings up similar terms,
such as fundamentalism, hardline, scripturalism, Salafism, Wahhabism, revivalism,
transnational Islam, etc. (Arifin and Bachtiar 2013; Esposito 1992, 7-8; Bakri 2004,
8). Meanwhile, due to the similar meaning, Thohir equates the terms radical with

extremism, militancy, or fundamentalism (Thohir 2013, 8).

Although some scholars say there are overlapping terms, there are common
characteristics that become common points among scholars in understanding
radicalism. These common characteristics are absolutism, scripturalism,
oppositionalism, puritanism, and radicalism (Asroni 2008). Other scholars such as
Thohir and Nadia mention the characteristics of religious radicalism as
oppositionalism, rejection of diverse interpretations (hermeneutics), rejection of
religious pluralism, relativism, and rejection of various forms of historical and

sociological developments (Thohir 2013, 9; Nadia 2012, 303-4).
Liberal Religious Views

The term "liberal" is derived from the Latin "liber," which means free. Free
not only means not a slave or any condition entirely free from the ownership of
others. In its development, the meaning of free here refers to educated society in
the West that opens the door to freedom of thought (The old Liberalism). From the
meaning of freedom of thought, the term liberal develops to have various meanings

(Zarkasi 2014, 131).
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According to Rachman, liberalism is an ideology that seeks to expand
aspects of individual freedom while promoting social progress. As an ideology of
freedom, liberalism means that humans have freedom or, in philosophical terms,
liberalism manifests in an ideology of thought whose main basis is human freedom
itself. Through the principle of freedom, liberalism can be interpreted as an ideology
that places optimism in humanity. Through their freedom, liberalism believes that
humans can determine the best things for their lives. Although there is a principle
of freedom, another principle of liberalism is responsibility. Thus, the freedom
meant by liberalism is a responsible freedom. Without responsibility, a liberal

society will never materialize (B. M. Rachman 2015, 3).
Moderate Religious Views

Similar to liberal, the term "moderate" is derived from the Latin
"moderatio," which means moderation. In the Indonesian dictionary (KBBI),
moderation is defined as reducing violence and avoiding extremism. In Arabic,
moderation is synonymous with wasath or wasathiyah. This word has a similar
meaning to tawassuth (middle), i’tidal (just), and tawazun (balanced). The antonym
of wasath is tatharruf (excessive), which in English corresponds to the words
extreme, radical, and excessive (Tim Balitbang Kemenag R1 2019, 16; Hefni 2020).
In English, moderation is often used in the sense of average, core, standard, or non-
aligned. Various definitions above establish a concept that moderate means
emphasizing balance in various aspects, such as beliefs, character, in treating others

individually, or as part of the state institution.

Ibnu Asyur defines the term wasath in two aspects. First, wasath
etymologically means middle, or something that has two ends, where the
measurement between one end and the other is balanced. Second, terminologically,
wasath means Islamic values that are straight, built on the principle of moderation,
and not excessive. Similar to Ibnu Asyur, Al Asfahany defines wasath as middle
between two boundaries or with middle justice. More than that, Washatan also
means avoiding uncompromising attitudes (Wibowo 2019). Tholhatul Choir,

quoting Merriam Webster Dictionary, emphasizes moderation as an action that
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avoids extreme actions. A moderate person, according to him, is someone who
avoids extreme behaviors and expressions. Furthermore, Khaled Abu el Fadl has a
similar view on moderation, which is an ideology that is neither extreme right nor

extreme left (Wibowo 2019, 88).

In Indonesia, the term religious moderation has become quite popular in
recent years, following the massive promotion of the concept of religious
moderation by the Ministry of Religious Affairs. On October 8, 2019, Minister of
Religious Affairs Lukman Hakim Syaifudin wrote the concept of religious
moderation through his book. According to Syaifuddin, the essence of religious
teachings is humanity. Syaifuddin believes that the main teachings of all religions
call on humans to respect and protect human dignity. Thus, if there is a religious
teaching that contradicts the main teaching of religion, namely humanity, it falls

into the category of excessive and extreme (Wibowo 2019, 88).

Previously, KH Abdurrahman Wahid also said that moderation ideally
encourages efforts to realize equitable and balanced social justice. In religious
perspective, it is known as al-maslahah al-‘ammah. In the aspects of state and
nation, religious moderation ideally becomes the foundation in the implementation
of public policy so that every state official has a moral responsibility to translate the

universal essence of religion into the public sphere (Wibowo 2019, §89).

Quraish Shihab describes religious moderation as an attitude that does not
tend towards excessiveness (ifrath) or negligence (tafrith) regarding various issues.
Therefore, people who are extreme in religion cannot be categorized as moderate.
Religious moderation also combines two rights, namely the rights of the soul and
body, by considering both important and not neglecting either. Likewise, in seeing

something, they think objectively and comprehensively (Islam 2020, 43).

More specifically, Hilmy details the characteristics of moderate Islam,
namely: 1) Not having a violent ideology in campaigning for Islam; 2) Adopting
values derived from modernity, such as democracy, science and technology, human
rights, etc.; 3) Using rational thinking; 4) Using a contextual approach in
understanding Islam; 5) Making efforts to interpret religious doctrines and Islamic

law through the principle of hermeneutics (Ijtihad). In addition, the characteristics
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of moderate Islam can also be seen from several traits, such as tolerance, harmony,

and willingness to cooperate with different groups (Hilmy 2013, 25).

The Urgency of Moderate Religious Views: A Synthesis between Radical and

Liberal Religious Views

Based on the explanation of the three religious views above, through this
paper, the author wants to convey that the promising religious view for the
Indonesian nation is the moderate religious view. On one hand, the existence of
religion has a long historical place for Indonesian society. Thus, religiosity is an
identity as well as a characteristic of the nation that is difficult to abandon. On the
other hand, as mentioned in the introduction, excessive religious fanaticism has the
potential to cause social conflict, look down on differences, encourage anarchic

actions, and even extremist and terrorist actions in the name of religion.

Here are some of the author's arguments that moderate religious views are

the right choice for the continuity of the Indonesian nation:
1). The Digital Era Life that Unites Various Differences

The digital era is an era that emerges as a logical consequence of the
development of information technology in the world. The entry of this era cannot
be resisted by anyone, including religious people. Its presence permeates the narrow

alleys of all dimensions of human life without exception.

In the digital era, all information can be accessed by anyone at a fast pace.
As a result, there are no more boundaries that separate humans from all aspects,
including religion. Adherents of various religions inevitably have to interact and
communicate with followers of other religions in the digital space. In this aspect,
any exclusive religion, value, or teaching will be left behind. An exclusive religious
attitude will alienate a person from the increasingly practical global life in the
digital space. The religious views of radicals, oriented towards the past in the Arab
lands (purification), have the potential to collide sharply with contemporary

realities that have significant differences.

On the other hand, the digital era also has the potential to degrade the role

of religion. Various studies show the declining authority of traditional religion in
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the digital era (Maemonah 2022). The religious authority in Indonesia, which has
so far been held by organizations such as MUI, NU, and Muhammadiyah, or
religious leaders who have long dedicated themselves to studying religion, is
replaced by various social media posts. The more active an individual/group uses
the digital space, the more potential they have to seize that religious authority. The
problem is, exclusive religious views are often spread through the digital space. At
this stage, the mainstreaming of religious moderation in the digital space is

something that cannot be negotiated.
2). Indonesia is a Plural Society

The reality that Indonesia consists of various ethnic groups, languages, and
cultures, including religions, is an undeniable fact. There are no fewer than 300
ethnic groups, each with its own culture, and no fewer than 250 languages are
spoken in Indonesia (Zada 2006, 184). In the context of religion, the government
officially recognizes six religions. This number does not include local religions that
have unique theological values, built from local cultures. The number of local
religions has not been definitively identified. Regarding culture, the practice of
religion carried out by the Indonesian society is very diverse. The cultural diversity
of Indonesian society greatly influences the practice of religion. On one hand, this
condition is a unique richness, but if not managed carefully, it also has the potential

to cause horizontal conflicts.

Responding to the plural reality of the Indonesian nation, the right religious
view is a moderate religious view. If religion is understood rigidly, then the nation's
plurality can become a serious problem because it gives rise to a truth-claim
attitude. Through the truth-claim view, various differences will be considered
heretical, bid'ah, not allowed to interact with those who are different, and even must
be opposed. Plurality will be rejected through a homogenization project (borrowing
Al Makin's term) (Makin 2017). Conversely, a moderate religious view can make
plurality a means to explore the nation's various potentials. Thus, the cultural
diversity of the nation can become a spirit to develop the existing potentials, rather

than a threat to exclusive religious views.

3). A Moderate Attitude to Life has a Strong Religious Foundation
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Various sources of Islamic law, both the Qur'an and Hadith, are often
interpreted in completely different aspects from one another. Regardless of these

differences, a moderate religious view has a strong foundation in Islam.

One example is the content of QS. Al-Baqgarah (2): 143. This verse states
that Muslims are a middle (moderate) nation to be witnesses over mankind. Besides,
various other moderate values are also mentioned in the Qur'an, such as the promise
of salvation to other people outside Islam, like Jews, Christians, Sabians, etc., as
long as they believe in God and the Day of Judgment (Q.S. A-Baqarah: 62).
Moreover, the authentic Hadith of Bukhari, which tells about the Prophet standing
to honor the funeral of a Jew, can also be a basis for the need for a moderate religious

attitude.

Regarding the religious basis that often becomes the foundation for radicals
in committing anarchic actions, some scholars state that it is due to errors in
interpreting religion. According to Muta'ali, these errors revolve around the
grammatical aspects of Arabic and cultural (sociological) aspects. Muta'ali
continues that there are 90 verses in the Qur'an that are misinterpreted, leading to a
wrong understanding of Islam. These misinterpreted verses generally discuss the
meaning of Islam, various issues about non-Muslims, and the evil of disbelievers

(Muta'ali 2014, 59—-60).

On the aspect of religious foundations that support a moderate attitude, the
examples of religious foundations mentioned above are just a few from many
existing religious foundations related to moderate religious views. Thus, religious
understanding not only aligns with human intellect and reason but also has a strong

theological foundation in Islam.
4). The Need for a Clear Religious Identity in a Disruptive Era

The three reasons for the importance of religious moderation mentioned
above primarily convey the need for flexible and inclusive religious understanding
in facing reality. However, on the other hand, flexible and inclusive religious

attitudes could potentially erode religious identity, which is a characteristic of the

2754



ICONIE FTIK UIN K.H. ABDURRAHMAN WAHID PEKALONGAN

nation. In this aspect, maintaining religious identity is something that needs to be

done.

Moreover, the development of the digital era is said to potentially degrade
the role of religion. Modernity, as Daulay mentions, has the potential to foster
hedonism, materialism, and individualism (Daulay 2004, 35). At this stage, religion
is considered to have an important role in maintaining traditions and cosmological-
transcendental values (T. A. Rachman 2022). Cosmological-transcendental values

themselves are one of the great forces in creating social harmony (Beck 2002).

For quite some time, several scholars have harshly criticized modernity and
rationality for eliminating the role of religion. For instance, J.J. Rousseau (1712-
1778) revealed that, based on the various damages caused by modernity and
rationality, he believed that simple societies are better than those infected by science
and modern civilization (Rousseau 2016). Nietzsche (1844-1900) also blamed
modernity and rationality as the causes of chaos. He harshly criticized the
rationality and moral development of Western society (Nietzsche 2013). Heidegger
also believed that modernity, especially in terms of technological advances, has

caused alienation, distancing humans from their essence and existence (Heidegger

2003).

The various criticisms of scholars against modernity and rationality, which
lead to the advancement of empirical-secular science, seem to be based on
contemporary facts. The various environmental damages caused by the
advancement of secular-empirical science, global warming continues to rise.
Environmental damage due to natural exploitation occurs massively everywhere.
Humanitarian disasters seem endless. Rapid development in various parts of the

world increases the gap between the bourgeois and proletariat classes.

The alienation of humans and various environmental damages caused by
modernity might find their solution in strengthening religion, which has
cosmological and transcendental values. Thus, compared to liberal religious views,
moderate religious views can be a choice to maintain traditions while continuing to

produce social harmony in national life.
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Conclusion

Religious views, including Islam, have many variants. In simple terms, these
variants can be categorized into radical, moderate, and liberal religious views.
Compared to radical and liberal religious views, moderate religious views are more
promising to be chosen in living national life. This is due to several reasons,
including: the entry of the digital era that unites various differences; the plural
condition of the Indonesian nation; a moderate attitude to life has a strong religious

foundation; and the need for a clear religious identity in a disruptive era.

This study frames religious views in Indonesia based on still general
thoughts and uses library data. In-depth studies are needed on the importance of
mainstreaming the concept of religious moderation in Indonesia. The
mainstreaming of religious moderation should ideally not stop at the normative
level but be applicable in national life in Indonesia. Therefore, real research is
needed to observe social phenomena related to internal relations, inter-religion, and
religion and state in Indonesia. This is urgently needed, considering Indonesia is a
country with a religious character on one side and various diversities, including

religion and beliefs, on the other side.
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