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Religious Leader
ENGAGEMENT

in Southern Afghanistan

I nteraction with religious leaders and institutions in Afghanistan has been inconsis-
tently addressed by foreign military, diplomatic, and development officials. Recent 
efforts to correct that trend in southern Afghanistan make it clear that a sustained, 
consistent, well-thought-out religious leader engagement program supports and 

advances the traditional components of counterinsurgency (security, development, and 
governance). Systematic engagement of religious leaders at the provincial, district, village, 
and farm levels created another line of communication whereby the International Security 
Assistance Force (ISAF) promoted its mission of stability and Afghans voiced their needs and 
commitment to a stable future.

By A L E X S  T H O M P S O NU.S. Marine Corps (Mary E. Carlin)

Navy Muslim chaplain meets with leaders to promote 
cultural and religious understanding between ISAF 
and residents of Naw-Abad, Afghanistan
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One of the most pressing observa-
tions made about U.S. military efforts in 
the 21st century has been the need to lever-
age culturally specific factors in support 
of counterinsurgency (COIN) efforts. One 
of the most important—and underempha-
sized—aspects of Afghan society is the 
importance of religious leaders in coun-
tering anti-Afghan rhetoric.1 This article 
examines the role of religious leaders and 
institutions in Afghan society and identi-
fies them as a crucial dimension to stability 
operations in Afghanistan. It is argued that 
religious leader engagement is a core factor 
for expressing U.S. objectives, mitigating the 
effects of kinetic operations, and legitimat-
ing the Government of the Islamic Republic 
of Afghanistan (GIRoA) through specifically 
Afghan modes of discourse and participa-
tion. The observations and conclusions pre-
sented are informed by the author’s personal 
experiences in Afghanistan and his inter-
views with others who have implemented 
religious leader engagement programs in 
southern Afghanistan. Religious leaders, and 
especially those at the district and village 
level who are regarded as representatives of 
their communities, are powerbrokers whose 
position and authority situate them as key 
partners for stability and who should not be 
ignored by the United States or ISAF.

Roles of Religious Leaders 
Religious leaders and institutions play a 

significant role in how the legitimate GIRoA 
describes itself; the same is true for the 
enemies of Afghanistan.2 The primary ques-
tion, then, is not whether religious leaders 
will continue to play a significant role in the 
future of Afghanistan, but rather how those 
leaders and the institutions they represent 
can be fully integrated into stable, effective 
political processes. The highest priority is 
not simply to provide counter “-religious” 

ideology, but to counter specifically “violent” 
religious ideology that quells the voice and 
will of the Afghan people.3 Undermining the 
impact of violent religious rhetoric, however, 
is primarily the responsibility of Afghans; 
they should encourage, publicize, and sustain 
the incorporation of religious language, 
individuals, and institutions in their own 
vision of the future. One of the ways that the 
U.S. Government/ISAF can support Afghans 
in this endeavor is to promote sustained pro-
grams of religious leader engagement.

As a starting point for engaging 
religious leaders, it is prudent to envision a 
future Afghanistan where religious institu-
tions and leaders are promoted as essential 
aspects of the social fabric—not eliminated 
or begrudgingly accepted. Even those reli-
gious leaders who currently support the 
enemies of Afghanistan find themselves 
seeking reconciliation with GIRoA from 
time to time, and pursue full participation 
in the political process.4 If religious leaders 
will be prominent in Afghanistan’s future, it 

behooves the U.S. Government and ISAF to 
identify religious leaders who are amenable 
to dialogue and integration with GIRoA; this 
will set the conditions for the marginalization 
of radical religious leaders in favor of those 
who support stable political processes. It is of 
tremendous importance, then, that religious 
leaders from all dogmatic, geographic, and 
linguistic communities be engaged in con-
sistent public dialogue so that Afghans can 
responsibly choose how they wish to advance 
a narrative that preserves their religious 
heritage and ensures long-term, sustainable 
political processes. Such a wide-ranging 
program would require coordination across 
the security, development, and governance 
spectra with reliable leadership from GIRoA 
and ISAF. While it may be clear that engaging 
religious leaders is a critical component of 
stability operations, what is less clear is how 
those engagements can be conducted in a way 
that does not undermine key ISAF objectives 
or alienate large swathes of the population. 
What follows are several examples of religious 
leader engagement in Helmand Province and 
recommendations for how religious leader 
engagement can be broadly conceptualized so 
that it respects local variations and supports 
stability operations.

Engagement in Southern Afghanistan
Beginning in October 2009, Lieutenant 

Colonel Patrick Carroll, USMC (Ret.), and 
Patricio Asfura-Heim began to develop a 
religious leader engagement program for II 
Marine Expeditionary Brigade (IIMEB) that 
addressed the tendency for religious leaders 
to be ignored in military and diplomatic 

Army chaplain thanks 
mullahs who attended 
shura to develop plans 
for achieving peace for 
residents of Paktika 
Province, Afghanistan

U.S. Army (Joshua A. Chittim)

it is prudent to envision a future Afghanistan where  
religious institutions and leaders are promoted as essential 

aspects of the social fabric
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engagements. Carroll explained that in the 
early period of his deployment, he traveled 
to six districts in Helmand Province to 
assess the effectiveness of local government 
structures. He went on to write, “My conclu-
sion was that we were thoroughly partnered 
with the Afghan district governor and some 
of the officials from his tashkiel [organiza-
tion] or other provincial line ministry tash-
kiels. . . . When I asked about the engage-
ment with influential religious scholars, 
such as mullahs or ulema [experts in Islamic 
doctrine] . . . I heard comments like ‘The 
mullahs are not that important.’”5

In the wake of such prevalent dismissal 
of religious leaders, Carroll observed that 
even if mullahs served only a religious role, 
the primary argument of the Taliban is that 
they are pious individuals fighting foreign 
infidels, and therefore “the most credible 
voices to counter the Taliban’s rhetoric were 
moderate mullahs themselves; i.e., Islamic 
religious leaders who did not believe in 
the Taliban’s extremist interpretations of 
the Qur’an, who would support . . . GIRoA 

and who were at least neutral—possibly 
positive—to the presence of ISAF.”6 Carroll 
highlighted one of the most important 
aspects of religious leader engagement: it is 
not necessary that religious leaders support 
ISAF (but they must at least be neutral 
toward it) so long as they support GIRoA 
and legitimate governmental processes. Such 

an attitude reflects the necessity for Afghans 
to conceptualize and implement the future 
of their country; how religious leaders and 
institutions function in Afghan society is an 
Afghan question.

In support of his observations, 
Carroll and Asfura-Heim began a project 
to reintegrate religious leaders in their pro-
vincial religious organizations such as the 

Helmand Ulema Council and the office of 
the Helmand Director of Hajj. Carroll and 
Asfura-Heim found that religious leaders in 
southern Afghanistan were open to direct 
engagement and had specific grievances 
that could be addressed through greater 
integration of religious leaders. Primary 
among the concerns of these religious 

leaders was that they had been marginalized 
by the central government and had been 
sidelined in community discussions that did 
not directly address religious issues.7 Given 
their personal experience with religious 
leaders at various levels of Afghan society, 
Carroll and Asfura-Heim concluded that 
religious leaders’ impact was not confined 
to religious issues; religious leaders were 

Navy chaplain presents digital Koran to  
teacher at daycare facility during volunteer 

community relations visit in Kabul, Afghanistan
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religious leaders were key powerbrokers whose  
input should be included in discussions about economics, 

security, and development projects
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key  powerbrokers whose input should be 
included in discussions about economics, 
security, and development projects. Inte-
grating religious leaders at the provincial 
level proved fairly simple with Carroll and 
Asfura-Heim’s ability to travel to provincial 
headquarters; what was lacking, however, 
was consistent interaction with religious 
leaders at the subprovincial level.

Attention to subprovincial religious 
leaders was further strengthened with the 
arrival of a U.S. Navy Muslim chaplain in 
February 2010. Chaplain “Salam,” whose 
name has been withheld, is a naturalized 
U.S. citizen and a naval chaplain who was 
serving in the Washington, DC, area when 
he was asked to come to Afghanistan.8 
Based on his past experience with the U.S. 
military and foreign Muslim officials, it 
was determined that Chaplain Salam would 
be the ideal person to extend the reach of 
the religious leader engagement program. 
Chaplain Salam and Chaplain Philip 
Pelikan did not act alone, however; they 
had the support of the IIMEB commander. 
In recognition of the important role that 
religious leaders and institutions play in 
the overall COIN effort, then–Brigadier 
General Lawrence Nicholson, command-
ing general of IIMEB, inquired whether it 
would be possible and beneficial to facili-
tate the visit of a Navy Muslim chaplain to 
Afghanistan. Chaplain Pelikan knew such a 
person and undertook a 6-month process to 
bring him to Afghanistan.9

In an article he wrote for Small Wars 
Journal, Chaplain Pelikan summarized 
Nicholson’s intent:

By order of the Commanding General, 2d 
Marine Expeditionary Brigade (MEB), 
Afghanistan, the Command Chaplain and a 
Muslim Chaplain (if obtainable), along with 
appropriate political specialists, governance 
advisors, and necessary security, were to 
engage with Islamic leadership in Helmand 
and Farah Provinces in discussions to enhance 
the relationship with key religious leaders and 
the communities in which they serve in order 
to convey the good will and otherwise posi-
tive intentions of U.S. Government and ISAF 
(International Security Assistance Force)/
NATO [North Atlantic Treaty Organization] 
forces operating in the region in conjunction 
with the Government of the Islamic Republic 
of Afghanistan (GIRoA) and its military and 
police forces.10

In effect, Nicholson called for a 
systematic engagement of local religious 
leaders with the knowledge that these 
leaders are key nodes in the social network 
and have increased capacity to spread the 
U.S. Government/ISAF message of support 
for GIRoA and rejection of violent religious 
ideology.11 Command support is yet another 
crucial factor for successful reintegration 
of religious leaders. The logistical support 
requirements and the sometimes prevail-
ing attitude that religious leaders are not 
of central importance to building stability 
can hamper the attempt to engage religious 
leaders. Afghan religious leaders primar-
ily serve the role of a mediator; as trusted 
leaders of their local communities, they are 
local advocates to ensure that ISAF projects 
and intentions match those of the commu-
nity. Concomitantly, as trusted partners to 
ISAF, Afghan religious leaders transmit and 
reinforce the ISAF message of security and 
effective governance.

In addition to calling for a systematic 
engagement plan with religious leaders, 
Nicholson offered a paradigm for under-
standing that their target audience was 
“little ‘t’ Taliban.” “Little ‘t’ Taliban” were 
those who were lured into the Taliban with 
promises of power, money, and stability—for 
financial and social, not religious, reasons. 
If, Pelikan offered, local Afghan religious 
leaders could explain the ways that ISAF and 
GIRoA were working to bring stability and 
clarify the opportunities for local Afghans to 
participate in those programs, then it would 
be possible that Taliban rhetoric would be 
undermined. If U.S. military chaplains, and 

Muslim chaplains in particular, could engage 
with religious leaders, then those religious 
leaders could act as trusted partners for par-
ticipation in legitimate political, commercial, 
and religious institutions.12 What Nicholson 
and Pelikan brought to the growing focus on 
religious leaders in Helmand was the value 
of military chaplains. It was not enough for 
provincial-level IIMEB individuals to meet 
with provincial-level religious leaders; there 
was a need for both groups to reach to the 
district and village levels where the message 
of stability has the most impact. The ability 
to extend to subprovincial levels was brought 
about most effectively through the work of 
military chaplains.

The introduction of a Muslim chaplain 
served as an “icebreaker” for many reli-
gious leaders in southern Afghanistan and 
fostered trust between ISAF and the tens of 
Afghans who traveled from remote villages 
for the engagements.13 In particular, the reli-
gious leader engagement team would sched-
ule their religious leader engagements such 
that the Muslim chaplain would open with 
brief remarks that were followed by an open 
discussion with local religious leaders. As 
one example, the effects of these discussions 
had significant positive effects in Golestan 
District, Farah Province: “[the engage-
ments] enhanced the ability of the Marine 
Company Commander at the Golestan 
Forward Operating Base (FOB) to commu-
nicate with the locals, determine better ways 
to assist the community with their many 
‘quality of life’ issues, and helped empower 
the local mullahs by connecting them 
with GIRoA through the Farah Provincial 

Army chaplain offers prayer before lunch with Afghan 
National Army mullah at Forward Operating Base Ghazni
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Director of Hajj.”14 There was certainly an 
atmosphere of religious camaraderie in the 
reports about these meetings, but the most 
important aspect was the ability of local 
IIMEB commanders to open new channels 
of communication through religious leaders 
and ensure that the needs of Afghans across 
the entire spectrum were being considered. 

Other Perspectives 
Rajiv Chandrasekaran, who reported 

on these events for the Washington Post, 
noted that IIMEB was one of just a few 
units in Afghanistan that made a concerted 
attempt to engage religious leaders as part 
of its campaign plan. Such a feat by the 
Marines stands as a testament to the reli-
gious and nonreligious impact of mullahs 
and other religious leaders in small, remote 
villages in southern Afghanistan. Chan-
drasekaran pointed out the impact of bring-
ing one of only a few Muslim chaplains to 
southern Afghanistan: “At his [the Muslim 
chaplain’s] first session with religious leaders 
in Helmand, the participants initially 
thought the clean-shaven [chaplain] was an 
impostor. Then he led the group in noon-
time prayers. By the end, everyone wanted 
to take a picture with him.”15 The benefit of 
involving a Muslim chaplain in this religious 
leader engagement program is undeniable: 
it bolstered existing relationships, weakened 
barriers to communication through shared 
language and ritual, and fostered new and 
enduring relationships with religious leaders 
at every level of Afghan society.

The U.S. contingent in Helmand was 
not the only group to consider the role of 
religious leader engagements, however. The 
United Kingdom (UK) delegation at the 
Helmand Provincial Reconstruction Team 
also constructed a religious leader engage-
ment program in late 2009 that was intended 
to undermine Taliban propaganda by having 
religious leaders act as reliable mediators 
between ISAF and the Afghan people. As 
part of their efforts, the UK delegation 
invited a group of Afghan religious leaders 
to Great Britain; in response to their visit, 
one mullah said, “The Taliban tell everyone 
that Britain is an infidel nation hostile to 
Muslims, but the mullahs were able to see 
for themselves that in fact Britain is a toler-
ant country in which Muslims can build 
mosques and practice their religion peace-
fully.”16 The UK efforts, similar to those of 
the United States, aimed at discrediting the 

Taliban by addressing the dominant source 
of their claim to legitimacy: piety.

By engaging religious leaders at 
every level, UK and U.S. representatives 
were able to disseminate the message of 
Afghan stability to the farthest reaches of 
their areas of responsibility with the face 
and voice of Afghans. For example, while 
visiting Bakwa District, Farah Province, 
the religious leader engagement team was 
approached by a mullah who wore the 
mark of the Taliban—a crescent moon and 
star tattooed on the right hand—who was 
deeply moved by the presence of Afghans 
and Americans praying together: “He told 
us that he was a Taliban Mawlawi [religious 
scholar] who taught in a Madrasa . . . just 
outside Bakwa. So tremendously impressed 
by our message, he stated, ‘Before today I 

just thought that all Westerners were infi-
dels and I was against you. But today I saw 
something that I’d never seen before. And I 
have changed my mind about Americans. I 
will work with you from now on.’”17 In this 
way, Afghan religious leaders acted as force 
multipliers, strategic communicators, and 
trusted allies in the fight for stability. As 
more Afghan religious leaders are engaged, 
Afghans themselves will carry the message 
of responsible development, effective gover-
nance, and sustainable security.

Role of Chaplains
The involvement of chaplains was 

central to the success of the religious leader 
engagement program in southern Afghani-
stan, but the historic and doctrinal role 
of chaplains presents certain challenges 
for how these types of programs can be 
expanded. Chaplains have traditionally 
been charged with providing for the morale 
and spiritual well-being of their troops. 
As military operations have evolved in the 
21st century, so have the responsibilities 
and expectations of chaplains; whether 
by personal abilities or requests from 
various partners, chaplains have been 
regularly involved in stability operations 
through engagement and support of local 

 populations. Chaplains may represent an 
ideal nexus for religious leader engage-
ment programs because of their intimate 
knowledge of religious matters: “In the 
general conduct of counterinsurgency 
operations the religious aspect is often 
either overlooked or is simply thought of as 
something to shy away from because many 
people feel unqualified to discuss religion. 
We chaplains, however, are never ashamed 
to talk about religion. And our experience 
in this operation proved that the direct 
approach with the Afghan religious leaders 
was the right one.”18 Chaplains’ commit-
ment to religious ideals is an invaluable 
asset for developing relationships with local 
religious leaders, but that religious basis is 
a means by which to develop relationships 
that channel legitimate Afghan concerns 

from the lowest to the highest levels of 
Afghan society.19 The designation of chap-
lains as noncombatants is another consid-
eration for how they can participate in sta-
bility operations: “A potential controversy 
exists when a chaplain is asked for specific 
information from commanders or intel-
ligence officers related to his interaction 
with local mullahs. Chaplains, as doctrinal 
noncombatants, could be placed in the 
awkward position of providing targeting 
information to commanders, a combatant 
task.”20 The designation of noncombatant 
has its limitations, but it is also a contribut-
ing factor to presumptions of good-faith 
interactions that allow chaplains to develop 
relationships that can ensure the faithful 
transmission of the true objectives of ISAF 
and GIRoA in the face of anti-Afghanistan 
rhetoric.21

Military doctrine is continually 
adapting to more effectively describe 
and empower chaplains at every level. 
Army Field Manual (FM) 1–05, Religious 
Support, appendix A, “Religious Support 
in Civil Military Operations,” for example, 
describes specifically how U.S. Army 
chaplains ought to support civil-military 
operations. While reaffirming that the 
primary duty of chaplains is to support the 

the most important aspect was the ability of  
local commanders to open new channels of communication 

through religious leaders and ensure that the needs of  
Afghans were being considered
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religious needs of Soldiers, the appendix 
goes on to  encourage chaplains to advise 
commanders on the religious dynamics of 
the local population and reinforces that 
chaplains ought not to be the sole partici-
pants in negotiations with host nationals or 
in human intelligence collection.22 In this 
way, chaplains are seen, primarily, as part 

of a larger engagement team; where chap-
lains are restricted in their behavior, other 
members can take the lead. 

FM 1–05 represents the growing aware-
ness that chaplains can play a leading role in 
engaging local religious leaders of host nations, 
but there still remain certain limitations to 
how chaplains can be involved in stability 
operations. For example, Chaplain William 
Sean Lee proposed that military doctrine be 
changed to include the title “religious liaison” 
for chaplains. In that role, chaplains would be 

formally tasked with engaging “indigenous 
religious groups and leaders” to support 
stability operations; were such a change to be 
implemented, chaplains could be identified 
as the primary partner for religious leaders, 
with those relationships occurring in concert 
with security, governance, and development 
objectives.23

Thus, while chaplains are uniquely 
prepared to engage Afghan religious leaders 
because of their sensitivity to religious 
issues, there are certain factors that should 
be borne in mind to maximize their effect. 
While chaplains are a vital tool in the fight 
against a jihadi narrative, they are not the 
sine qua non of religious leader engage-
ments. As seen with IIMEB, chaplains can 
help open dialogue, lay a foundation of trust, 
and demonstrate ISAF commitment to the 
Afghan people, but the sustained work of 

religious leader engagement comes through 
continued involvement with religious 
leaders within the communities where they 
enjoy positions of authority.

Religious leaders and religious institu-
tions play an undeniably important role in 
Afghan society, and it is in the best interest 
of the U.S. military to design, implement, 
and effectively sustain engagements with 
those leaders. Religious leader engagement 
programs in southern Afghanistan demon-
strate that well-thought-out plans of action 
can have tremendous impact on GIRoA’s 
intent to counter anti-Afghanistan pro-
paganda and address the legitimate needs 
of the Afghan people. In short, ISAF is a 
short-term solution to a long-term set of 
complex issues that can only be addressed 
by Afghans and the individuals they iden-
tify as legitimate powerbrokers. Ultimately, 
no amount of foreign savvy can account for 
the credibility and sustainability of driving 
the religious leader engagement process 
through legitimate GIRoA-affiliated indi-
viduals and institutions. 

To ensure the continued integra-
tion of religious leaders at every level of 
Afghan society, religious leader engage-
ment programs should be routed through 
official GIRoA channels to ensure that the 
process can be sustained once GIRoA takes 
full control of its affairs. In Helmand, for 
example, the director of Hajj and Religious 
Affairs, Sayed “Mullah” Mukhtar Ahmad 
Haqqani, was a key partner in the fight 
to discredit Taliban ideology because “he 
was a dynamic and engaging man who 
immediately grasped our plan and inten-
tions and took [Salam and Pelikan] ‘under 
his wing’ as we circulated throughout the 
province together.”24 As Afghans determine 
how, when, and which religious leaders are 
actively involved in the process of their 
own stabilization, ISAF and the U.S. Gov-
ernment will accomplish their goals.

From the perspective of ISAF and 
the U.S. Government, it should be kept 
in mind that religious leader engagement 
is a distinct type of engagement that has 
benefits and limitations that differ from 
other types. Engagement with religious 
leaders should rest on a long-term, sustain-
able plan that specifically considers the role 
that religious leaders play in village-level 
to national-level operations. U.S. military 

ISAF is a short-term solution to a long-term set of complex 
issues that can only be addressed by Afghans and the 
individuals they identify as legitimate powerbrokers

Army chaplain meets with deputy minister of education and 
his interpreter at Camp Kiwi, Bamyan Province, Afghanistan

U.S. Army (Robert Renny)
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chaplains are key to the creation and sus-
tainment of religious leader engagements, 
but their role does not need to be constant 
and should respect their status as noncom-
batants. There is reason to believe that the 
doctrinal elements of chaplain responsibili-
ties ought to be reconsidered and adjusted 
to meet the rapidly changing needs of 
military operations in the 21st century. One 
of the most beneficial aspects of religious 
leader engagement in southern Afghanistan 
was the involvement of a Muslim chaplain; 
his presence broke down barriers between 
local religious leaders and allowed for 
more honest discussions about stability 
operations. 

One of the difficulties associated with 
the religious leader engagement programs 
was the availability of U.S. military Muslim 
chaplains. The U.S. military may wish 
to consider reaching out to nonmilitary 
chaplains (at hospitals, universities, and 
prisons, for example) who would be willing 
to support religious leader engagements 
around the world. A robust chaplaincy 
that can minister to U.S. troops as well 
as host nationals will boost U.S. military 
stability operations around the world. In 
fact, sustained religious leader engagement 
programs need not be confined to conflict 
zones; American foreign policy, in general, 
can benefit from recognizing the role of 
religion in societies throughout the world.

The enemies both of GIRoA and 
of stability in Afghanistan have waged a 
war based primarily on violent ideology 
shrouded in religious language that cannot 
be bombed into submission. The most effec-
tive method of dealing with ideology is to 
provide viable rhetorical alternatives. Active, 
sustained, and consistent engagement with 
religious leaders cultivates meaningful 
relationships and empowers local leaders 
to articulate ISAF and GIRoA commitment 
to stability. The primary effect of religious 
leader engagement has been to bring greater 
legitimacy to GIRoA. By connecting local 
religious leaders with their district political 
and religious leaders, district officials with 
provincial officials, and provincial officials 
with national leaders, ISAF was able to 
undermine some of the most frequent causes 
of instability: political alienation, religious 
extremism separated from mainstream 
society, knowledgeable religious leaders 
operating outside legitimate institutions, 
and the allure of violent narratives.  JFQ
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