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ABSTRACT
BUILDING A SHARED HOME
INVESTIGATING THE INTELLECTUAL LEGACY OF THE KEY THINKERS
OF INTER-RELIGIOUS DIALOGUE IN INDONESIA
By Achmad Munjid
Doctor of Philosophy
Temple University, 2014
Advisory Committee Chair: Leonard J. Swidler

How does inter-religious dialogue in Indonesia transform and being transformed by
the New Order authoritarian regime in the creation of a strong civil society and a
religiously plural and democratic country? By discussing the politicization of religion
and mobilization of religious communities by the New Order regime to fight against
the Communists in the wake of the 1965 tragedy as the background, this dissertation
seeks to analyze the anatomy of inter-religious relations in the country, including its
historical roots, pivotal events, enduring issues and consequential development in the
later period. The discussion is placed in a wider theoretical context on the role of
religion in public life. Based on the analysis of topical biography, academic works,
media reports and other reliable unpublished documents as the main sources, the
dissertation investigates the intellectual legacy of four selected key thinkers in the
field of inter-religious dialogue. It critically discusses the complex interplay between
religion and politics in particular relation to such issues as religious pluralism,
religious tolerance, exclusivism, human rights, freedom of religion, legal
discrimination, and minority-majority relations. It highlights why and how the
contesting discourse within a particular religious community about other group,
between different religious communities, especially the Muslims and the Christians,
iii

as well as between religious communities and the regime move toward certain
direction in particular context and then move towards the opposite direction in other
context. Despite the wide spread conflict towards the end of the New Order regime
and during the 2000s, the dissertation proved that inter-religious relations in Indonesia
in general developed from antagonism to more dialogical relations over the period.
The four selected key thinkers of inter-religious dialogue and their intellectual legacy
demonstrated how religion could make fundamental contribution in the creation of
democracy in a religiously plural society.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Background
For some scholars, Suharto’s New Order repressive authoritarian regime
(1966-1998) was like a giant specter.1 It started with a bloody 1965 military coup and
massacre and collapsed after more than three decades with violent economic and
political crises,2 abandoning its most important promises: political stability, national
security, and economic prosperity. Its policy of “security and order,” a metamorphosis
of the Dutch colonial government’s “rust en orde,” and “security” as political
ontology, only brought about deeper insecurity among the people and more enemies
against the regime.3 Unlike the extrovert spirit of the 1950s, when diversity and
encounters with “the other” were seen as opportunities for progress, under the

1

Cf. Benedict R. O’G. Anderson (ed.), Violence and the State in Suharto’s Indonesia (Ithaca, NY:
Southeast Asia Program, Cornell University, 2001).
2
For different versions on who played behind the scene of the 1965 tragedy, see, for examples,
Benedict R. O’G. Anderson and Ruth McVey, A Preliminary Analysis of the October 1, 1965 Coup in
Indonesia (Ithaca, NY: Interim Reports Series, Modern Indonesia Project, Southeast Asia Program,
Cornell University, 1971); W. F. Wertheim, “Suharto and the Untung Coup—The Missing Link,” Journal
of Contemporary Asia 1 (1970): 50-57; Harold Crouch, The Army and Politics in Indonesia (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1988). On the massacre, see Robert Cribb, The Indonesian Killings, 1965-66:
Studies from Java and Bali (Melbourne: Center for Southeast Asian Studies, Monash University, 1990)
and John Hughes, Indonesian Upheaval (New York: David McKay, 1969). On the crises leading the
collapse of Suharto’s regime, see Thomas B. Pepinsky, Economic Crises and the Breakdown of
Authoritarian Regimes: Indonesia and Malaysia in Comparative Perspective (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2009).
3
On the similarity between the New Order’s politics of religion and the Dutch colonial government,
see M. C. Ricklefs, A History of Modern Indonesia since c. 1200 (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008),
342-343. A more detailed critical discussion about the Dutch colonial government’s policy on (Islamic)
religion, see Aqib Suminto, Politik Islam Hindia Belanda [The Dutch Indies Politics of Islam] (Jakarta:
LP3ES, 1985). For an excellent discussion about “security” as “political ontology” or necessary values
versus security as “political technology,” that is, “a pervasive and complex system of political, social
and economic power, which reaches from the most private spaces of being to the vast flows and
conflicts of geopolitics and global economic circulation,” see Anthony Burke, Beyond Security, Ethics
and Violence, War against the Other (London: Routledge, 2007), 27-53. On the opposition movements
against Suharto, see Edward Aspinall, Opposing Suharto: Compromise, Resistance, and Regime Change
in Indonesia, an account of the late Suharto and early reformasi years (Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 2005).
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introvert New Order, plurality, real encounters in diversity, and “cultural mobility”
were viewed as potential threats.4 Therefore, most government policies were made
and implemented in the spirit of “policing the boundaries” against “the other.”
Eventually, however, just as happened to many political systems organized
around “high modernist” ideology, the New Order’s centralized power failed to
function.5 The state-engineered pseudo-harmony between religious and ethnic groups,
along with military oppression of any political opposition, finally resulted in a series
of deadly outbreaks of communal violence across the country and strong
ethnonationalist separatist movements from Aceh in the west to Timor and Papua in
the east.6 Despite significant increases in public education, expansion of the middle
class, and economic growth after the fall of Sukarno in 1966, when Suharto was
forced to step down in May 1998, Indonesia was another “country in despair.”7
Inter-religious relations represent an artery of Indonesian social life with a
long, intricate history tracing back to the colonial period, with profound consequences
that reach well into the future. As an important part of the New Order power
constellation, the development of these relations was shaped by and contributed to the
dynamics of the political landscape. Many fundamental issues such as religious

4

On the dynamics of Indonesia in the 1950s, see Jennifer Lindsay and Maya T. Liem (eds.), Heirs to
World Culture: Being Indonesian, 1950-1965 (Leiden: KITLV Press, 2012). On “cultural mobility,” see
Stephen Greenblatt (ed.), Cultural Mobility: A Manifesto (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2010).
5
In the words of James C. Scott, high modernist ideology is “best conceived as a strong, one might
even say muscle-bound, version of the self-confidence about scientific and technical progress, the
expansion of production, the growing satisfaction of human needs, the mastery of nature (including
human nature), and, above all, the rational design of social order commensurate with the scientific
understanding of natural laws. It originated, of course, in the West, as a by-product of unprecedented
progress in science and industry.” See his Seeing like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the
Human Condition Have Failed (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 4.
6
Jacques Bertrand, Nationalism and Ethnic Conflict in Indonesia (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2004).
7
See Kees van Dijk, A Country in Despair: Indonesia Between 1997 and 2000 (Leiden: KITLV Press,
2002) and Maxwell Ronald Lane, Unfinished Nation: Indonesia before and after Suharto (London:
Verso, 2008).
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freedom, pluralism, religion and the state, minority rights, and tolerance were
constantly negotiated. Often, these negotiations were based on different, even
irreconcilable interpretations of the constitution as implemented in ambiguous laws
and policies. While Suharto’s downfall opened new opportunities and challenges
around these fundamental issues, the future of peaceful religious coexistence, and thus
of Indonesian democracy beyond the period of transition, remain hopeful but
uncertain.8 Critical discussion on inter-religious dialogue will help us better
understand its nature, complexities, problems, challenges, and promises, as well as
their relation to and implications for the broader context of Indonesia and beyond.

Literature Review
Much has been written on inter-religious relations in Indonesia, more
specifically between Muslims and Christians from the Dutch colonial period to postindependence. I mention here several scholarly works that are most relevant to my
research. Karel Steenbrink wrote an excellent book on the historical development of
Muslim-Christian encounters in Indonesia, covering the period from 1596 to 1950.9
By critically discussing various complicated issues, factors, and examples, he clearly
presents how the encounters between the two groups have evolved from
misperceptions in the initial contacts and conflicts during the colonial period to more
tolerant relations after national independence, albeit a superficial harmony. In 1960
Walter Bonar Sidjabat wrote a doctoral dissertation at Princeton Theological

8

Cf. Robert W. Hefner, Civil Islam: Muslims and Democratization in Indonesia (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2000) and Harold Crouch, Political Reform in Indonesia after Suharto
(Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2010).
9
Karel Steenbrink, Dutch Colonialism and Indonesian Islam: Contacts and Conflicts, 1596-1950
(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1993). See also his important two-volume work Catholics in Indonesia, 18081942: A Documentary History (Leiden: KITLV Press, 2003, 2007).
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Seminary on religious tolerance in Indonesia.10 Against the background of conflicting
Muslim and Christian interpretations of the Indonesian constitution on “religious
tolerance,” he discusses theological understandings of religious tolerance between the
two groups and the relationship between tolerance and religion-state separation, from
the time of independence until the late 1950s. In particular, he argued that Islam,
understood as a unity of religion and political ideology, is a serious problem for a
religiously neutral state of Indonesia. Wendelin Wawer wrote on Muslim-Christian
relations in Indonesia, covering the period from colonial times to the late 1960s. Jan
Aritonang wrote on the same topic covering 1511 to 2003.11 While these two books
provide very helpful presentations on the general historical development of various
issues, they cover an entirely different or much broader scope than the New Order and
Reformation periods. The topic of inter-religious dialogue, when mentioned, is
discussed only in passing or in too general presentations.
Other relevant research is Alwi Shihab’s work on the role of the
Muhammadiyah movement as a counter-Islamic group against Christian mission and
B. J. Boland’s book on the role of Islam in modern Indonesia, including its responses
to Christianity.12 Th. Sumartana wrote an illuminating work on the development of
Christian mission and its dynamic interactions with Islam in Java between 1812 and

10

Published as Walter Bonar Sidjabat, Religious Tolerance and the Christian Faith: A Study Concerning
the Concept of Divine Omnipotence in the Indonesian Constitution in the Light of Islam and Christianity
(Jakarta: Badan Penerbit Kristen, 1965).
11
Wendelin Wawer, Muslime und Christen in der Republik Indonesia (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner, 1974)
and Jan S. Aritonang, Sejarah Perjumpaan Islam dan Kristen di Indonesia [History of Encounter
between Islam and Christianity in Indonesia] (Jakarta: BPK Gunung Mulia, 2004). See also Jan Sihar
Aritonang and Karel Steenbrink (eds.), A History of Christianity in Indonesia (Leiden: Brill, 2008).
12
Alwi Shihab, “The Muhammadiyah Movement and Its Controversy with Christian Mission in
Indonesia,” doctoral dissertation, Temple University, 1995 and B. J. Boland, The Struggle of Islam in
Modern Indonesia (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1982).
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1936.13 It is worth noting that Sumartana analyzes how the seeds of fruitful and
genuine inter-religious dialogue, especially between Christians and Muslims, in fact,
were already planted in the late nineteenth century by such figures as Kartini.14 Ismatu
Ropi also wrote a brief interesting work, especially the second half of his third
chapter, on Muslim responses to Christianity from suspicious to polemical to more
dialogical encounters from colonial times to the New Order period.15
Two other books on Muslim-Christian relations under the New Order are
closer to the area of my research. Fatimah Husein compares and contrasts exclusivist
and inclusivist Muslims’ perspectives on each other, on Christians, and on MuslimChristian relations in the New Order period, while Mujiburrahman meticulously
discusses the religiopolitical issues around Muslim-Christian relations and how the
two groups negotiate with each other and with the state to justify their respective
positions.16 In particular, Mujiburrahman’s work is very helpful in understanding the
various enduring issues between Muslims and Christians by using the so-called
“feeling threatened” perspective. In almost all controversial issues involving Muslims
and Christians, Muslims use “Christianization” whereas Christians use “Islamic
state,” to defend their own position and attack the other.
These works address the issue of Muslim-Christian relations either from an
exlusively Muslim or Christian perspective only or from both Muslim and Christian
perspectives by focusing primarily on the role of religious organizations, institutions,

13

Th. Sumartana, Mission at the Crossroads: Indigenous Churches, European Missionaries, Islamic
Association and Socio-Religious Change in Java 1812-1936 (Jakarta: BPK Gunung Mulia, 1993).
14
For more on this, see Sumartana, Mission at the Crossroads, especially chap. 4, 263-300. I discuss
this topic further when analyzing Sumartana’s ideas in Chapters 4.
15
Ismatu Ropi, Fragile Relation: Muslims and Christians in Modern Indonesia (Jakarta: Logos, 2000),
67-108.
16
Fatimah Husein, Muslim-Christian Relations in the New Order Indonesia: The Exclusivist and
Inclusivist Muslims’ Perspectives (Bandung: Mizan, 2005) and Mujiburrahman, Feeling Threatened:
Muslim-Christian Relations in Indonesia’s New Order (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2006).
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and groups and the tensions or cooperation that connect them. Both Fatimah Husein
and Mujiburrahman consider inter-religious dialogue towards the end of their work
and mention the role of some important individuals, but as part of a general discussion
on Muslim-Christian relations rather than as the focus of analysis. Zainul Fuad writes
on Muslim-Christian relations from the early period until the New Order and
discusses some ideas offered by important Muslim and Christian thinkers.17 His
analysis, however, does not go very far beyond normative explanation. While many
works have been dedicated to the tensions, conflicts, and other aspects of interreligious relations in Indonesia, no critical research has been done to adequately
explore the discourse on inter-religious dialogue, especially the intellectual legacy of
its key thinkers.

Research Question
I pick up where these scholars left off to address the following questions.
What are the main concepts offered by the selected key thinkers to promote interreligious dialogue? What is the line of reasoning to justify their ideas? How do their
ideas relate to the theological and sociopolitical contexts of the time? How do they
develop their ideas and disseminate them to the public? How do their ideas shape and
be shaped in public discourse by various responses from different individuals, groups,
and institutions? Who is against them and what are the main arguments? How do they
negotiate with each other? What significant changes occur within each religious
community, between religious communities, and between them and the state? What
are the implications of the changes brought about by the introduction of inter-religious
17

Zainul Fuad, “Religious Pluralism in Indonesia: Muslim-Christian Discourse,” doctoral dissertation,
Hamburg University, 2007. For a brief but important early conceptual discussion on inter-religious
dialogue in Indonesia, see A. Mukti Ali, Dialog Antar Agama [Inter-Religious Diaogue] (Yogyakarta:
Yayasan Nida, 1971).
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dialogue for the future of inter-religious relations in Indonesia?

Research Focus and Theory
The focus of this dissertation is the development of inter-religious dialogue in
Indonesis, especially under the New Order and Reformation Period,18 with particular
attention to the intellectual legacy of selected prominent individuals as important
actors. I am interested in exploring the personal experience of these individuals
through their biographies to highlight their vital role and contribution in the struggle
to build peaceful coexistence among people of different religions.19 Religiopolitical
issues, government policies, historical events, and contesting responses from
individuals, groups, and institutions will be presented to shed light on how the ideas
of these selected individuals evolved and dialectically shaped and were shaped in
society. I present their perspectives and ideas as windows to see the dynamics of the
larger world through their lens of inter-religious dialogue. By focusing only on the
intellectual legacy of these individuals relevant to the topic of inter-religious dialogue,
I inevitably must temporarily bracket many other important people in this area, as
well as other important ideas of these individuals not immediately relevant to the
topic.
Before going further, let me briefly introduce the individuals selected for this
research. Nurcholish Madjid (1939-2005) was born to a committed Muslim (santri)
family. He grew up as a prominent intellectual and was known as the “locomotive” of
Islamic thought reform movement as well as a staunch proponent of “Islamic
18

I limit the time period for the discussion to 2009, when Abdurrahman Wahid, last of the five
individuals, died on 30 December.
19
For an inspiring book using the biographical approach on the role of some prominent Christians
around the independence period, see Gerry van Klinken, Minorities, Modernity and the Emerging
Nation: Christians in Indonesia, a Biographical Approach (Leiden: KITLV Press, 2003).
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inclusive theology.” He strongly believed that “inclusive theology” is the foundation
on which religious people can develop fruitful dialogue with the others. Abdurrahman
Wahid (1940-2009) was born to a very well-respected traditional Muslim family in
East Java. He also grew up as a prominent intellectual and Muslim leader. Throughout
his intellectual and political career, he was known as a powerful defender of religious
pluralism and tolerance. He emphasizes the praxis of dialogue as a necessary means to
foster both genuine personal faith and peaceful social coexistence in a plural society.
Y. B. Mangunwijaya (1929-1999), from a religiously committed Catholic family in
Central Java, became a “Father for the poor,” educator, and prolific novelist. He was
known especially for his idea of “diaspora Church” in relation to the concept of
nationalism and humanism. Th. Sumartana (1944-2003) came from a progressive
indigenous Javanese Protestant family in Central Java and became the most influential
thinker-activist of inter-religious dialogue in Indonesia as well as a respected liberal
Protestant theologian. He argues that religious groups and individuals need a
“theology of religions” as a common language to speak with each other in a
meaningful dialogue and to work together, if they want to contribute solving the
common problems, instead of making them worse.
Coming from an emerging middle class, all four moved out from the
traditional community in which they were born and trained in their religious traditions
to live in the cosmopolitan cities of Jakarta and Yogyakarta. They lived outside their
community for a period of time—all of them lived abroad to pursue higher
education—through which they personally experienced profound encounters with “the
other.” In the terms offered by Mark Granovetter, they become cosmopolitan
individuals who can develop more “weak ties” and transcend the constraints of

8

“strong ties” with their respective traditional communities.20 They also “witnessed”
the violent transition period of 1965 as relatively young leaders. The combination of
their social status background, position as religious leaders, personal experience, and
intellectual encounters with the other, in the New Order’s politics and oppressive
approach to religious communities and minorities, became determinant of how they
reinterpreted and translated their religious tradition, especially in relation to interreligious dialogue. All four thinkers were engaged intellectuals who not only wrote
important ideas but also established institutions that have helped transform the
society. Madjid established the Paramadina Foundation and Paramadina University,
Wahid established the Wahid Institue, Mangunwijaya established the Dynamics of
Elementary Education, and Sumartana established Interfidei. I believe they are among
the very influential figures—the founding parents of inter-religious dialogue—who
have effectively promoted tolerance and peaceful coexistence in Indonesia. Many
people in Indonesia refer to their public role and ideas as an inspiration and model in
developing inter-religious dialogue.
By unfolding the “topical” intellectual biographies of these “individual
actors,” I seek to reinterpret from their experiences the enduring issues, nature, and
complexities of inter-religious relations to understand how discourse on interreligious dialogue develops. In contrast to the mainstream postcolonial middle class,
characterized by its dependence on the state,21 these individuals are critical figures

20

For an insightful discussion on “strong ties,” that is, strong attachment to a closely knit group that
characterizes traditional community, versus the “weak ties” of modern society and their relation to
the development of cosmopolitan mentality and democracy, see Mark Granovetter, “The Strength of
Weak Ties,” American Journal of Sociology 78, no. 6 (May 1973): 1360-80 and “The Strength of Weak
Ties: A Network Theory Revisited,” Sociological Theory 1 (1983): pp. 201-33. See also his article,
“Economic Action and Social Structure: The Problem of Embeddedness,” American Journal of
Sociology 91, no. 3 (November 1985): 481-510.
21
Cf. Henk Schulte Nordholt, “Indonesia in the 1950s: Nation, Modernity, and the Postcolonial State,”
Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde 167, no. 4 (2011): 386-404.
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against the neopatrimonial state of postcolonial governments and other established
powers. They work in many different ways to push paradigmatic social transformation
and to develop a mature Indonesian citizenship. By promoting the importance of interreligious dialogue they help various parts of society to negotiate with each other and
with the state to develop a strong modern democracy.
Their role in Indonesian society reflects how the struggle for social
recognition—a fundamental dimension of social life—operates through various forms
of power relations, including religion as “cultural capital” and “symbolic power.”22
From the position of these selected individuals, however, religion is not exercised as a
“conversation stopper” that must be kept out of the “public square.”23 On the contrary,
religion functions to strengthen what John Rawls calls “public reason.”24 Interreligious dialogue, as promoted by these thinkers, can be seen as an optimistic spirit
of “heightened tolerance of difference” against the pessimistic spirit of “policing the
boundaries” espoused by the New Order regime.25
By using this theoretical framework to explore the four individuals’
intellectual legacy on inter-religious dialogue as found in their biographies, important
academic discussions about them by others, media reports, and related unpublished
materials, this research will fill some gaps and enrich previous discussions on the
topic.

22

See Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1984) and his Language and Symbolic Power (Cambridge: Polity Press,
1991).
23
See Richard M. Rorty, “Religion in the Public Square: A Reconsideration,” Journal of Religious Ethics
31, no. 1 (Spring 2003): 141-49.
24
See John Rawls, The Law of Peoples with “The Idea of Public Reason Revisited” (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2001) and Samuel Richard Freeman, The Cambridge Companion to Rawls
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003).
25
For the discussion on the paradox of cultural mobility, i.e., between “heightened tolerance” of
differences and “violent policing of the boundaries” against the other, see Greenblatt, Cultural
Mobility, 6-7.
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Outline
Chapter 1 provides the background, literature review, and conceptual
framework and focus of the dissertation.
Chapter 2 provides the context for the discussion: the historical development
of inter-religious conflicts, tensions, and dialogue under the New Order. Analyzing
pivotal events and highlighting the enduring issues gives the necessary background.
Government policies, political context, important actors and their opposing
arguments, as well as different perceptions and positions on inter-religious relations,
are framed for the ideas of the selected thinkers.
Chapter 3 discusses the lives and main ideas on inter-religious dialogue
offered by two prominent Muslim thinkers, Nurcholish Madjid and Abdurrahman
Wahid. In relation to the sociopolitical background of the time, I highlight
biographical events that are relevant to the development of Muslim society and its
relation to other religious communities. In particular, I discuss Madjid’s ideas on
inclusive theology, freedom of religion, religious pluralism, ahl al-kitab, and religious
tolerance. The second part of the chapter addresses Wahid’s idea of Islamic
universalism, cosmopolitanism, and “indigenization,” as well as his main ideas on
inter-religious dialogue and democracy. I examine how their ideas emerged, how they
were reacted to in various forms by those who are supportive and oppose them, and
how the debate shapes further ideas and practice on inter-religious dialogue in the
country.
Chapter 4 discusses the lives and ideas of Y. B. Mangunwijaya and Th.
Sumartana on inter-religious dialogue. The discussion on Mangunwijaya is focused
on his idea of diaspora church in relation to nationalism and humanism. The
discussion on Sumartana’s intellectual contribution for inter-religious dialogue
11

considers “theologia religionum” or theology of religions, the politics of SARA by the
New Order (to be discussed below), and the emergence of the interfaith dialogue
movement by discussing Interfidei and its initiatives as a prime example.
Chapter 5, the conclusion, summarizes the ideas offered by the four thinkers
and their contribution in developing inter-religious relations in general and interreligious dialogue in particular.
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CHAPTER 2
TENSION, CONFLICT, AND DIALOGUE
UNDER AN AUTORITARIAN REGIME

Riding the Crisis
Indonesia in the mid-1960s underwent very dramatic changes, with serious
challenges, glorious hopes, and daunting anxieties. After his “Guided Democracy”
project failed,26 the charismatic President Sukarno was losing the necessary political
legitimacy to carry out his ambitious dream as the “Great Leader of Revolution.”27
For various reasons, his formula of “nasakom” turned into more of a disintegrating
than an integrating force for the nation.28 Furthermore, a combination of highly
divisive factionalism in the military, rampant corruption in the bureaucracy, and deep
economic and political crises that went from bad to worse and reached an anti-climax
in the 1965 abortive coup, plus his intimate relation with the PKI (Partai Komunis

26

“Guided Democracy” is a fluid political system introduced by Sukarno in 1957-1966 to escape the
“too much debate” western liberal democracy practiced in the early 1950s. See M. C. Ricklefs, A
History of Modern Indonesia since 1200, 3rd ed. (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2001)
especially chap. 20 on “Guided Democracy,” 312-41.
27
In Max Weber's terms, with all his personal charm and talents in mobilizing the public, Sukarno can
be categorized as a charismatic leader who eventually failed to routinize his charisma to keep his
authority effective. On “routinization of charisma,” see H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills, From Max
Weber: Essays in Sociology (New York: Oxford University Press, 1946), 262-26 and Bryan S. Turner,
Weber and Islam: A Critical Study (Boston: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1974), 23-26.
28
“Nasakom” is an acronym for “NASionalisme” (nationalism), “Agama” (religion), and Komunisme
(communism), the three main ideological groupings well known as aliran (ideological stream) politics.
In reality, this is Sukarno’s concept to unite the ever-contesting first four winners of the 1955 election:
the “nationalist” PNI (Partai Nasionalist Indonesia, the Indonesian Nationalist Party), Islamic Masyumi
(Majelis Syuro Muslimin Indonesia, Consultative Council of Indonesian Muslims), NU (Nahdlatul
Ulama, Awakening of the Muslim Scholars), and the communist PKI (Partai Komunis Indonesia,
Indonesian Communist Party). As stated in his presidential speech on the August 17, 1961,
Independence Day celebration, for Sukarno, “nasakom” is the political implementation of Pancasila,
the state ideology, and the 1945 Constitution in. On “nasakom,” see, for instance, Herbert Feith,
“Dynamics of Guided Democracy,” in Ruth T. McVey, Indonesia (New Haven: Southeast Asia Studies,
Yale University, 1963), pp. 309-409 and Theodore Friend, Indonesian Destinies (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2003), 25, 82-83. On aliran politics, see R .R. McVey, “Aliran,” in Gudrun
Kramer et al. (eds.) Encyclopaedia of Islam, 3rd ed. (Leiden: Brill, 2008).
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Indonesia, Indonesian Communist Party),29 put Sukarno in a very ugly position in the
eyes of the Indonesian public, especially the religious groups.30 In contrast, infused
with new political and economic expectations, Suharto, who ascended to the national
leadership through “Super Semar” after the coup, was seen by many as the awaited
warrior.31
At this critical juncture, the Indonesian national atmosphere was once again
filled with euphoria of change; people were looking for another direction, a new
beginning. With the slogan of restoring the nation from western liberal democracy,
communism, and Islamism, all scapegoated for the destructive ideological division
and political and economic chaos under Sukarno, Suharto started to establish his New
Order based on the pseudo-nationalist puritan mantra of “back to Pancasila32 and the
1945 Constitution purely and consequently,” back to the supposedly “pristine era” of

29

PKI was then politically accused by the New Order as the mastermind of the abortive 1965 coup. In
the 1955 election, PKI was the fourth largest political party with 16% of the vote, while PNI was the
first (22%); the two largest Islamic parties Masyumi and NU were second and third with 2 and 18% of
the votes respectively. Data retrieved from the official website of Indonesian General Election
Committee, http://www.kpu.go.id/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=39
30
See, for instance, M. Syafii Ma’arif, Studi tentang Percaturan dalam Konstituante, Islam dan
Masalah Kenegaraan (Jakarta: LP3ES, 1996) and Deliar Noer, Partai Islam di Pentas Nasional, Kisah
dan Analisis Perkembangan Politik Indonesia, 1945-1965 (Bandung: Mizan, 2000).
31
“Super Semar,” an acronym for “SUrat PERintah SEbelas MARet” (March 11 Letter of Order) is an
instruction dated 11 March 1966 initially given by President Sukarno to General Suharto to cool
down the increasing tension, especially between Communists and religious groups. Its three main
points are to restore security, protect the safety of President Sukarno and his family, and maintain
national stability. However, without consulting President Sukarno, Suharto used it to carry out a
political and military campaign that finally stripped Sukarno’s power. It is worth noting that there are
two versions of Super Semar, but the original document itself is missing. This has provoked various
interpretations about the dirty political game played by the New Order during the power transition
from Sukarno to Suharto. Cf. Ricklefs, A History of Modern Indonesia, 349-51.
32
Pancasila, introduced by Sukarno in his famous speech 1 June 1945, is the state foundation. In
Sukarno’s version it consists of five principles: nationalism (kebangsaan); internationalism or
humanitarianism (peri kemanusiaan); representation to bring about general agreement, or
democracy; social welfare; and belief in God. In the version included in the Jakarta Charter, the five
pillars are (1) Belief in God, with the obligation of adherents of Islam to implement Islamic law
(shari’a); (2) accordance with the principle of righteous and moral humanitarianism; (3) the unity of
Indonesia; (4) democracy led by the wise policy of the mutual deliberation of a representative body;
and (5) ensuring social justice for the whole Indonesian people. The final version of Pancasila,
included in the Preamble of the 1945 Constitution, is the same as the Jakarta Charter version, but
without the “seven words” (the obligation of adherents of Islam to implement Islamic law).
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modern Indonesia.33 Although “Super Semar” basically was given to Suharto only to
restore security order, he used the “sacred letter” as a political instrument to gain
formidable power for himself. Riding the wave of increasing anti-Sukarno and anticommunist sentiments, he used the “Super Semar” in the name of security and order
to ban the PKI on 22 March 1966 and persecute its supporters. A communist massacre
soon occurred across the country. Systematically, Suharto then made a large reshuffle
in the army and bureaucracy by putting his allies in key positions to replace proSukarno and pro-communist powers. Sukarno's timidity in settling the post-1965
crisis was brought into the spotlight as his involvement in the tragedy. The already
weakened Sukarno was pushed even further when his teaching of “nasakom” was
scrutinized, especially the adoption of a communist element, as deviation from
Pancasila, the state ideology, and the 1945 Constitution.
Almost beyond public expectation, while the tide of anti-communism was
ready to sweep away anything against it, Suharto directed the move to achieve his
own authoritarian political agenda. He not only banned the PKI and persecuted its
supporters, but also purged the “nationalist” PNI with which many Sukarno loyalists
were affiliated. In April 1966 a PNI congress was arranged, at which all Sukarno’s
loyalist leadership were replaced by Suharto’s people. After being sterilized from
communists and Sukarno followers, MPRS (Majelis Permusyawaratan Rakyat
Sementara, the Provisional People’s Consultative Assembly), the highest political
authority in the Indonesian national system at the time, was summoned to convene in
June-July 1966. There “Super Semar” was made final as the Assembly’s decree
number IX/MPRS/1966 and thus could not be revoked by Sukarno. The banning of
33

“New Order” was consciously picked as the name for the regime in contrast to the supposedly
chaotic, corrupt and helpless Sukarno's “Old Order.” See Michael R. J. Vatikiotis, Indonesian Politics
under Suharto: Order, Development and Pressure for Shange (New York: Routledge, 1993).
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PKI was ratified, Marxism was outlawed as a political ideology, and Sukarno was
ordered to give an explanation for all the political and economic chaos, including his
role in the 1965 coup attempt. He was also stripped of the title President-for-Life
conferred by MPRS three years earlier.34 All PKI members were removed from the
DPR-GR (Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat Gotong Royong, the Council of People’s
Representatives), and the Indonesian Parliament, after which Suharto appointed 108
new members.35 In this well-managed post-1965 emergency appropriation of the
national system, MPRS finally stripped all Sukarno’s power and appointed Suharto
acting president on 12 March 1967. Unlike the initial plan to schedule a general
election in 1968 in order to have legitimate people’s representatives in MPRS with the
right to appoint a new president, in March 1968 Suharto was appointed by MPRS as
definite president without a general election, regardless of severe criticism from the
opposing groups.36 The election itself was postponed until 1971, only after the regime
fully secured its position.
Meanwhile, faced with the “latent danger” of communism, religious groups
almost naturally backed Suharto's political campaign. More than just political support
for the New Order, faced with a “kill or be killed” situation, many religious groups
even actively participated in the post-1965 massacre as part of the total war against
the communists. B. J. Boland noted that members of NU, the largest Muslim
organization and third largest political party in the 1955 election, which initially
supported Sukarno’s Guided Democracy but changed its position after the coup, were
in the forefront of the actions to exterminate the “Communist.”37 Martin van
34

Ricklefs, A History of Modern Indonesia, 351.
See Crouch, The Army and Politics in Indonesia, 216.
36
Aritonang, Sejarah Perjumpaan, 367.
37
B. J. Boland, The Struggle of Islam in Modern Indonesia (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1971), 145-46.
NU (Nadlatul Ulama), conveniently identified as a “traditionalist” Muslim organization, was founded
35
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Bruinessen pointed out that Ansor, NU’s paramilitary wing, was among the most
active in this persecution, especially in East Java.38 After an emergency meeting in
Jakarta on 9-11 November 1965, Muhammadiyah, the second largest Muslim
organization, also issued a statement declaring that extermination of the Communist
was a “religious duty” for each individual Muslim (wajib ‘ain) and considered “holy
war.”39 In Bali and the eastern part of Indonesia, Hindu and Christian groups also
actively participated in this mass murder against communists.40
The spirit of anti-communism and the pledge to adhere strictly to Pancasila
and the 1945 Constitution were used by the New Order not only to wipe out anyone
on the opposite side of the regime, but also effectively to control the entire political
game. By exploiting the crisis (the post-1965 coup emergency situation and perceived
ultimate danger of communism), the New Order reset the entire national system into a
highly centralized and strictly controlled structure. From its early years, as observed
by leading historians like Ricklefs, the New Order was a totalitarian system that
sought to control the society to its very roots.41 Once identified, no other opposing
power would be tolerated. Outside the New Order there was no salvation. The
political character of the New Order and its ramifications proved to have profound
and long-lasting implications for Indonesian national life, including inter-religious
in 1926, among other things, to counter the “modernist” Muhammadiyah, a reformed puritan Islamic
movement founded in 1912. In the 1990s, NU membership was about 30 million people,
Muhammadiyah’s about 20 million. Cf. Hefner, Civil Islam, xii.
38
Se Martin van Bruinessen, NU, Tradisi, Relasi-Relasi Kuasa, Pencarian Wacana Baru (Yogyakarta:
LKiS, 1994), 82-89.
39
The statement, as noted by Boland was published in Suara Muhammadiyah 9, November 1965. See
Boland, The Struggle of Islam, 146.
40
See Hamish McDonald, Suharto’s Indonesia (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 1981), 53, 102;
Tempo weekly magazine, 7 October 2012, coverage about the 1965 mass murder by interviewing and
writing on a number of the murderers. This coverage was inspired by a controversial and global award
winning documentary movie by Joshua Oppenheimer, The Act of Killing, in which Anwar Congo, a
notorious agent of 1965 mass murders in Medan, North Sumatra, reconstructed his brutal action in
the form of a semi-autobiographical story. For further information about the movie, visit its official
website, http://theactofkilling.com/
41
M. C. Ricklefs, Islamisation and Its Opponents in Java (Singapore: NUS Press, 2012), 116.
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relations, in the decades to come. As we shall see, its politics of religion very much
shaped the nature and anatomy of inter-religious relations, pivotal events of interreligious conflicts and dialogue initiatives, enduring issues and discourses, and
dialectical processes among different groups, even after Suharto’s fall in 1998.

Post-1965 Religious Revival and Inter-Religious Relations
Conflict and polemic, as well as positive encounters, between Muslims and
Christians as two majority groups are traceable back to the colonial period, or even
earlier.42 The “ban on double mission” policy under the Dutch colonial government
can be seen as both a political instrument to prevent conflict and a sign of identifiable
conflict potential between religious communities.43 However, in either a negative or
positive sense, things were not as complicated as in the post-1965 coup situation.
In the wake of the 1965 coup, major religious groups gained momentum in
attracting followers. As a culmination of a long, divisive ideological battle since
around the 1945 independence, which reached its lowest point in the late 1950s and
early 1960s44 after the 1965 coup, communism was labeled by the New Order regime
as categorically identical to atheism, making the latter fundamentally in opposition to
Pancasila, the state ideology.45 When the slogan “purely and consequently,” going

42

See Karel Steenbrink, Dutch Colonialism and Indonesian Islam: Contacts and Conflicts, 1596-1950
(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2006).
43
The “ban on double mission.” referring to Article 123 of the Constitution of the Netherlands Indies
(Regeeringsreglement, 1854), is a rule issued by the Dutch colonial government in the Indies
(Indonesia) that required every European clergyman, Dutch and foreign, to have a special permit to
perform religious tasks, including mission work. The permit was always restricted to a circumscribed
area to avoid potential conflict among different missionary organizations. However, for both technical
and political reasons, the rule never fully worked effectively and ended in 1939. See Steenbrink and
Aritonang, A History of Christianity in Indonesia, 629.
44
See A. Syafii Maarif, Islam dan Politik di Indonesia pada masa Demokrasi Terpimpin (1959-1965)
(Yogyakarta: IAIN Sunan Kalijaga Press, 1988).
45
Based on the decree of MPRS (Majelis Permusyawaratan Rakyat Sementara or Provisional People’s
Consultative Assembly) No. 25/1966 the PKI and Communism were prohibited in Indonesia since
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back to Pancasila and the 1945 Constitution, was fully enforced by Suharto, every
Indonesian citizen was required to have a specific religion. For that reason and to
dissociate themselves from communism, a huge number of people flocked around the
so-called “recognized religions.46 Consequently, major religions, particularly Islam,
Christianity, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Confucianism, experienced remarkable
revival and attracted significant numbers of new converts.47
Avery T. Willis, a Baptist minister who conducted research in Java between
1964 and 1970 and wrote a dissertation on this particular phenomenon, claimed that
over two million people, mostly from Muslim backgrounds, converted to Christianity
during that period.48 Why? Obviously, Muslims are the majority. However, in terms
of Geertz’s categories, there are two types of being Muslim, the santris, practicing
Muslims, and the abangans, nonpracticing or nominal Muslims.49 Culturally, the

communism was considered identical with atheism and thus in opposition to “belief in God,” a
principle of Pancasila.
46
The so-called “recognized religion” is actually problematic and has no legal basis. In decree number
1/1965 on religious blasphemy, six religions: Islam, Protestantism, Catholicism, Hinduism, Buddhism,
and Confucianism, were mentioned as living faith practiced by the Indonesian people. The decree
however also mentioned that it does not mean that other religions such as Judaism, Zoroastrianism,
Shintoism, and Daoism are prohibited in the country. It is explicitly stated that those religions are also
guaranteed so long as they do not violate existing rules. In practice, however, many things are just the
opposite. Confucianism, for example, was dropped from the list when the New Order considered
Chinese people and culture associated with communism’ it was put back on the list during President
Abdurrahman Wahid’s era in 2000.
47
See, for example, Robert W. Hefner, Conversion to Christianity: Historical and Anthropological
Perspectives on the Great Transformation (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 99-123. On
religious revival among Hindus, see M. L. Lyon, “The Hindu Revival in Java: Politics and Religious
Identity,” in J. J. Fox (ed.), Indonesia: The Making of a Culture (Canberra: Research School of Pacific
Studies, 1980), 205-20. On revival among Confucians, see Leo Suryadinata, “Confucianism in
Indonesia: Past and Present,” Southeast Asia, an International Quarterly 3 (1974).
48
See Avery T. Willis, The Indonesian Revival: Why Two Million Came to Christ (South Pasadena, CA:
William Carey Library, 1977). According to the 1971 census, the Indonesian population at that time
was 119,208,229; Willis’s 2 million figure was apparently an exaggeration. In 2012, in the name of
Zaman Baroe of Yogyakarta, Arif Zulkifli contacted Willis to publish an Indonesian version of the book
but was declined by the author for unclear reasons.
49
Geertz wrote on Muslims in Java in the 1950s. Santri and abangan surely were not coined by
Geertz, but were already used widely in the Javanese community. Geertz’s identification of abangan
as a representation of Hindu-Javanese culture in opposition to santri as a representation of Islam has
been criticized by many other scholars as misleading. Antagonism does exist between the two, but
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santris belong to what Redfield calls the “great tradition,” loosely understood here as
the universalized collective heritage and knowledge, while the abangans belong to the
“little tradition,” the localized indigenous heritage and knowledge.50 Sometimes there
were tensions, even conflict between the two, not only on matters related to spiritual
life, but also on social issues, art, and various cultural practices. Politically, at least
during the early years of the New Order and the previous period, the santris were
associated with distinct Islamic political parties like Masyumi and NU, and the
abangans with non-Islamic parties, especially the “nationalist” PNI and “communist”
PKI.51

Since the santris were widely involved in the extermination of the

communists, many of whom were abangans, when the PKI was banned and the
government required everybody to pick a particular recognized religion, the ex-PKI
abangans naturally preferred something other than Islam. For various reasons, many
of them converted to Christianity. In comparison to Islam, which requires stricter
rules, more frequent rituals, and some knowledge of Arabic, for the abangans
Christianity was also considered less demanding. These factors added to the existing
cultural and political barriers between santris and abangans. Since anything Chinese
was also regarded as identical to communism in the post-1965 coup era, a good
portion of ethnic Chinese groups also conveniently chose Christianity as their
religious identity. All these boosted the rapid growth of Christianity during that
both are part of Islam. On the three conceptual categories by Geertz, see Clifford Geertz, The Religion
of Java (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976).
50
On the “great tradition” and “little tradition,” see Robert Redfield, The Little Community and
Peasant Society and Culture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1960).
51
Intended as the main political party for all Indonesian Muslims, Masyumi (Majelis Syuro Muslimin
Indonesia, Consultative Council for Indonesian Muslims) was founded on 7 November 1945. It was a
transformation from an Islamic group by the same name created by the Japanese occupation
authority on 1 December 1943 to replace the previous anti-colonial (and thus potentially antiJapanese) MIAI (Majlisul Islam a’la Indonesia, Supreme Indonesian Council of Islam), founded in 1937.
Besides changing the anti-foreign nature of MIAI, the Japanese-created Masyumi also included the
largest Muslim organizations, NU and Muhammadiyah, that were politically insignificant. Hasyim
Asy’ari, founder of NU, was appointed first chairman of Masyumi. See Boland, The Struggle of Islam,
12.
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period.
It is certainly hard to know the exact number of those who converted, but
many other studies shared a similar story with humbler statistics than Willis's 2
million figure. The East Java Christian Church baptized over 10,000 people in JulyAugust 1966, while the Karo Batak Christian Church baptized over 26,000 in 196667.52 Baan notes that there was a 7.45% increase of the Catholic population during
1966-67, a significant increase from 5.28% in 1964/65 and 5.60% in 1965/66.53
Besides the rapid growth in membership among the non-DGI (Dewan Gereja-Gerja
di Indonesia, Indonesian Council of Churches), Simatupang notes an increase of
roughly 825,000 in total membership of the DGI member churches in 1967.54 Ukur
and Cooley record a remarkable increase in membership especially among churches in
Java, where membership in many churches increased from 9% to 17% between 1966
and 1970.55

Ricklefs also wrote that in 1933, only 2.8% of Indonesians were

Christians, less than 2 million, whereas in 1971 the number had grown to 7.5%, about
9 million.56
In any case, the de-communisation and the sudden massive religious
conversion had conflicting consequences. At the beginning, especially when the
euphoria of change was in the air and the newly founded regime needed strong
political allies to fight the communists as a common enemy, religious groups enjoyed

52

See David B. Barret et al. (eds.), World Christian Encyclopedia: A Comparative Study of Churches and
Religions in the Modern World AD 1900-2000, vol. 1 (Nairobi: Oxford University Press, 1982), 374-75.
53
A. G. Baan, Ichtisar Statistik tentang Geredja Katolik di Indonesia: 1949-1967 (Jakarta: Lembaga
Penelitian dan Pembangunan Sosial, 1968).
54
T. B. Simatupang, “The Situation and Challenge of the Christian Mission in Indonesia Today,” South
East Asia Journal of Theology 10, no. 4 (1969). DGI was established 25 May 1950 as an ecumenical
effort to unite the growing number of Christian denominations. In 1984 the name was changed to PGI
(Persekutuan Gereja-Gereja di Indonesia, Union of Indonesian Churches).
55
F. Ukur and F. L. Cooley, Jerih dan Juang: Laporan Nasional Survai Menyeluruh Gereja di Indonesia
(Jakarta: Lembaga Penelitian dan Studi DGI, 1979), 94-114.
56
Ricklefs, A History of Modern Indonesia, 355.
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a brief period of cooperation with each other and with the regime. On 4 February
1966, a number of religious groups and organizations, namely NU, Catholic Party,
Parkindo (Partai Kristen Indonesia, Indonesian Christian Party), IPKI (Ikatan
Pendukung Kemerdekaan Indonesia, Association of Supporters of Indonesian
Independence), Perti (Persatuan Tarbiyah Islamiyah, Union of Islamic Education),
Muhammadiyah, PNI, SOKSI (Sentral Organisasi Karyawan Swadiri Indonesia,
Central Union of Indonesian Workers), and GASBIINDO (Gabungan Serikat Buruh
Islam Indonesia, Association of Indonesian Muslim Labor Unions), made a joint
declaration called the Pancasila Front Charter, followed on 3 May 1966 by
establishment of an anti-communist front called KAP-Gestapu (Kesatuan Aksi
Pengganyangan Kontra Revolusi, United Action for Crushing the CounterRevolutionary Forces.57
In the spirit of total annihilation, the anti-communist front consisting of
military, religious, and other groups worked on all levels to get rid of communism, as
a physical political entity but also as an ideology. Besides decree number 25/1966,
on banning of the PKI and prohibition of spreading communism, MPRS also issued
decree number 27/1966, on religious instruction in public schools. To effectively
prevent the possible return of communism, the decree required that religion be taught
as a compulsory subject in public school, from elementary to university levels—
replacing the previous decree number II/MPRS/1960, where religious instruction,
along with Pancasila and Sukarno’s Manipol (political manifesto), was offered only as
an optional subject. The decree says that “All religions recognized by the government
are given equal opportunity.” Compulsory religious instruction in public school
eventually means the mandatory teaching of one of these religions in accordance with
57

See Aritonang, Sejarah Perjumpaan, 364-65.
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the student's religious background. For practical and political reasons, all other
religions, including minor and indigenous beliefs, are excluded. As we shall see
below, this compulsory status of religious instruction in public school and the issue of
“recognized religions” have become among the enduring problems of inter-religious
relations in Indonesia until today.58
The cooperation between religious groups and the regime, as well as among
the religious groups themselves, came to an end soon. With regard to support for the
New Order in fighting against communists, some Muslim groups, especially the
reformist Masyumi party that had always been very critical of Sukarno’s Guided
Democracy, were confident and hopeful for the new era where they would regain the
important role in national politics lost during the last years of Sukarno.59 In fact, many
Muslims initially perceived the victory of the New Order as the victory of Islam in the
country.60 Therefore, soon after the coup, on 16 December 1965, an initiative to
reestablish Masyumi was made by BKAM (Badan Koordinasi Amal Muslimin,
Coordinating Body of Muslim Activities), consisting of 16 Islamic organizations.
Another move for the same purpose was made on 24 October 1966 by a number of
ex-Masyumi politicians. As a party that “stood up to Sukarno when no one else dared
to,” Masyumi members were very optimistic, “at the very least to be welcomed
back.”61
However, in his response to Prawoto Mangkusasmito, Suharto made it clear
that, like the Indonesian Communist Party, the new regime definitely refused the
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reestablishment of Masyumi.62 An official statement from the army officers was
issued on 21 December 1966 that the army would take firm steps against whoever
deviated from Pancasila and the 1945 Constitution, “as which has already been done
by the Communist Party Revolt in Madiun, Gestapu, Darul Islam… and MasyumiSocialist Party of Indonesia.”63 Suharto also rejected the request by former Indonesian
vice president Mohammad Hatta, with the support of leaders of HMI (Himpunan
Mahasiswa Islam, Association for Muslim Students) and PII (Pelajar Islam
Indonesia, Indonesian Muslim Students), to establish an Indonesian Islamic
Democratic Party (PDII). Parmusi (Partai Muslimin Indonesia, Indonesian Muslim
Party) was finally founded on 7 April 1967 as a kind of Masyumi under another name.
But again Suharto made it clear that no ex-Masyumi leader would be allowed to hold
a leading position in the new party. Just as the “nationalist” PNI before it, Parmusi
was allowed to exist only after the government’s full intervention. The government
rejected Muhammad Roem, ex-Masyumi leader and former prime minister who was
not involved in the PRRI (Pemerintah Revolusioner Republik Indonesia,
Revolutionary Government of the Republic of Indonesia) rising, when he was
appointed chairman in the first Parmusi congress in Malang in 1968. Finally, Suharto
appointed a person of his liking, H. M. S. Mintaredja, who said that there was no
relation between Parmusi and Masyumi.
While the army's position was getting stronger in both economy and politics,
in the name of Pancasila, anything considered radical ideology and any ideological
group tainted with political misconduct in the past were absolutely kept off stage by
the New Order. Masyumi and PKI, two major components of Sukarno's “nasakom,”
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were stamped as radical groups because of their involvement in the risings against the
national government. Besides the 1958 PRRI rising mentioned earlier, several
rebellions by Islamist groups in Aceh, West Java, and South Sulawesi in the early
1950s to create an Indonesian Islamic state were used by the New Order to justify the
threat of Islamic radicalism against national unity and the constitution.64 Suharto also
stayed away from NU, another important Islamic political party whose members were
active in exterminating the communist, but which was also Sukarno’s loyal supporter
before the 1965 coup. Andrée Feillard critically observed the mutual estrangement
between NU and the New Order especially during the early period of the regime.65
Another issue that added to Muslims’ growing frustration about the New
Order regime was the Jakarta Charter.66 As Samson wrote, followers of NU and
Parmusi pressed for legalization of the Charter as the preamble of the 1945
Constitution during the People’s Congress in March 1968, but to no avail.67 This was
a repetition of long negotiations during the 1950s between the pro-shari’a Muslim
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groups and those against it, especially nationalist and non-Muslim groups.68
Disappointed, some Muslims believed that if only everyone in Indonesia could
express his/her will, Islam would be in the majority. The term “numerical majority”
was known to refer to the powerlessness of the Muslims against the non-Muslim
minority, especially the Christians. Later debates around a Department of Religion,
predominantly dedicated to serve the interests of Muslims; the existence of religious
(Islamic) courts mainly for marriage, divorce, inheritance, funeral, and other Muslim
family affairs; and compulsory religious instruction in public school are all also
related to the Jakarta Charter. I will come back to this topic in the first section of
Chapter 3.
These developments were not fully unanticipated by the Muslim groups,
especially the Masyumi. Learning about the New Order’s political character, on 27
February 1967 a number of Muhammadiyah and former Masyumi activists founded
DDII (Dewan Dakwah Islamiyah Indonesia, Indonesian Council for Islamic
Propagation). Among the main purposes of DDII were to improve Islamic
propagation by emphasizing social and economic programs, particularly poverty
eradication. Clearly DDII’s Islamic propagation agenda was different from those of
NU and Muhammadiyah. Otherwise, its founders would have joined the two existing
Islamic organizations instead of establishing a new one. In Hefner’s terms, the
orientation of DDII’s propagation was “more boldly political.”69 Before the
unchallenged military regime, this basically meant how to defend Muslim interests
against widely perceived Christianization as well as against the regime. M. Natsir
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(1908-1993), a former prime minister and the first appointed chairman of DDII, and
Media Dakwah, the DDII magazine, were well known for their outspoken stance
against Christianization and other inter-religious issues concerning the Muslim
position. In Ricklefs’ words, after the failure to revive the Islamic party and legalize
the Jakarta Charter, the desperate (modernist) Muslims started to abandon Islamism
and turn to “da’wa-ism.” They changed their strategy from imposing Islamic power
from above into Islamization from below. It turned out that the DDII’s da’wa-ism,
practiced as deeper Islamization of the society, was consistent with the New Order’s
need for deeper social control.70 Pushed into a corner in formal politics, the exMasyumi people of DDII in fact remained active, playing politics in different form.
M. Natsir said, “We are no longer conducting da’wa by means of politics, but
engaging in political activities by means of da’wa. The result will be the same.”71
In any case, the elimination of the communists left some Muslim groups in
despair. Vertically they faced a regime unfriendly to Islam. Horizontally, they faced
other groups with better positions in the economy, military, and bureaucracy. Even
though the Christians and Chinese were minorities, they had been part of the higher
social class since the colonial period. Therefore they were much better off politically
and economically. It was also not surprising that Suharto, with his abangan
background and strong position against political Islam, preferred to make non-Muslim
groups an ally during the early period of the New Order, at the cost of Muslims’
growing disappointment.72
Although initially identified as a victory against communism, the sudden mass
religious conversion soon brought about competition and conflict between religious
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communities. Muslims in particular felt betrayed and cheated, and identified
themselves as the loser. The perceived Christianization among Muslims and other
religious groups on the one hand and the perceived threat of an Islamic state among
Christians and other non-Muslim groups on the other hand, created inter-religious
mutual suspicion. Some developments during the early years of the New Order below
are instructive.

The Troubled Early Years
The first public controversy on inter-religious relations under the New Order
was the Meulaboh case in early 1967. The controversy involved Muslim rejection of
the erection of a Methodist church in a Muslim neighborhood of Meulaboh, West
Aceh. During the colonial period, Aceh was considered Muslim “territory,” where
Christian missionaries were prevented from entering (at least on paper) under the “ban
on double mission” rule. Therefore, according to such Muslim leaders as M. Rasjidi,
the first Indonesian minister of religion, and M. Natsir, the founder of DDII, church
construction in a Muslim area like Meulaboh was offensive, a violation against
religious tolerance that threatened the existing social harmony. Even the Dutch
colonial government respected the Muslims in the past, so why after Independence
were their fellow Indonesians disrespectful of them? From the Christian perspective,
after Independence all Indonesian territory belongs to all Indonesians. Prohibition to
establish a place of worship, including a church, in a particular place like Aceh is a
violation against freedom of religion, the very principle of human rights guaranteed
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by the Constitution; it is against the Pancasila and thus endangers national unity.73
Since the tension was high, the Christians were eventually forced by the local
government to stop their church construction to avoid any worse excess. Saifuddin
Zuhri, minister of religion at that time, endorsed action by the local government.
Otherwise, the conflict would be solved “the Aceh way,” by violence.74 In fact, this
was not the first case in the post-Independence period. A similar case took place in
Jeneponto in December 196675 and another in Pasaman in the late 1950s.76 Incidents
also occurred in Slipi, Jakarta, and Central and East Java.77 However, Meulaboh was
the first case to grab national attention. This case was well known, especially after
Parliament members from both Protestant and Catholic groups, led by J. C. T.
Simorangkir of Parkindo (Partai Kristen Indonesia, Indonesian Christian Party), put
forward a public statement on what known as “Simorangkir Question.” The
Simorangkir Question brought about six points of concern: (1) whether the
government agreed with Simorangkir's Christian group that the incident could be
interpreted as destruction of the spirit of inter-religious tolerance in Indonesia; (2)
whether the incident was skepticism over implementation of the first principle of
Pancasila; (3) whether any act by whatever group that constrains religious freedom is
rejection against human rights; (4) whether the act further meant destruction of
national unity built by the New Order; (5) whether this would affect programs by
MPRS in preparing for the Human Rights Charter; and (6) whether the government
was ready to take due action, preventive or repressive, to make sure that similar cases
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would not happen again in the future.78
A see-saw political game was played around the case. Mujiburrahman noted
that three typical characteristics of the New Order's political discourse were being
shaped. Instead of addressing the real issue, a Christian top military officer warned the
public about the possible return of a communist threat disguised in religious form.
HMI emphasized the importance of addressing the problem as a local issue and not
transform it to a national scale that would threaten national stability.

Another

Christian leader suggested that the case was similar to that of Islamist Darul Islam,
which struggled for an Indonesian Islamic state, and should be eliminated
accordingly. “The return of a communist threat,” the centrality of “national stability,”
and “the danger of an Islamic state” have become convenient phrases in interreligious polemics to defend one’s own position or blame the other.79
Due to the sensitivity and complexity of the problem, Muslims responded to
the Christian challenge by attacking another target that had been of concern. Like the
Christians, Muslims also tried to manipulate the state for their own interest. If
Christians tried to use the state to justify proselytization in the name of religious
freedom through the Simorangkir Question,

Muslims, in the name of religious

tolerance and social harmony, put forward a Parliamentary Question to ask the state to
control foreign aid for religious institutions. The message was loud and clear. Church
construction in a Muslim neighborhood like Meulaboh was seen as an aggressive
missionary move made possible by powerful support from global Christian financial
aid. Lukman Harun, a Muhammadiyah leader and a Parliament member, argued that
78
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aggressive missionary programs backed by Christian global financial aid were not
compatible with the principle of tolerance of Pancasila. Foreign aid, for him, was
foreign intervention that seriously endangered the spirit of religious tolerance in the
country. Converting people, especially Muslims as the majority, by using social
services through schools, medicine, food, and mass media—made possible by foreign
aid—as well as uninvited door-to-door visits were nothing other than “religious
expansion.” Without government action against Christian foreign aid, in Natsir’s
words, competition between the poor Muslims and the rich Christians would be much
like a race between “a horse-chariot and an express train.”80 To solve the problem,
Lukman Harun suggested that foreign aid should be controlled by the government and
religious missions should be targeted only at those who have no religion, meaning
those who were not members of the “recognized religions.”81
A few months after the Parliamentary Question, a worse conflict took place in
Makassar, South Sulawesi. Triggered by a blasphemous statement by a Christian
teacher about the Prophet Muhammad, a group of Muslims attacked churches,
Christian schools, and other facilities in October 1967.82 Nine Protestant churches,
four Catholic churches, and several Christian schools and facilities were seriously
damaged during the “Makassar riot.” Jusuf Kalla, a HMI leader who became vice
president of Indonesia in 2004, was reported as among the mob and leading the
80
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attack.83 Besides the blasphemous statement as the trigger, the main cause, as
observed by Boland and others, was increasing tension between Muslims and
Christians.
In the tension since the Meulaboh case was brought to the national scene, the
coming General Assembly of DGI (Dewan Gereja-Gereja di Indonesia, Indonesian
Council of Churches) in the “Muslim city” of Makassar scheduled on 29 October–8
November 1967 and the construction of a large church near the central mosque were
perceived as vulgar demonstrations of aggressive Christian expansion. An interfaith
statement by leaders of “five religions” later that month did not help much. On the
contrary, many Muslim leaders and mass media tried to understand the Makassar riot
by suggesting excuses. They argued that the incident was bad but excusable
considering the real cause, aggressive Christian mission. On the other hand, picking
up a convenient weapon against Muslim groups, T. B. Simatupang, a DGI leader,
suggested that the attack was influenced either by Islamist groups who wanted to
establish an Islamic state or by communists. Either way, the Muslim attackers were
categorized as anti-Pancasila.
Not all Christian leaders blamed only the opposite group. J. C. T. Simorangkir,
for instance, acknowledged that there were some ways used by Protestants and
Catholics that endanger their sacred mission, including “aggressive” proselytization
by such evangelist groups as the Jehovah’s Witnesses. The main problem for him,
however, was religious freedom. Unlike in Aceh, where Christians were forced to stop
church construction, under military protection, Christians were allowed to hold the
DGI Assembly as scheduled. In its proceedings, the Assembly delegates stated that
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the attack was a subversive act against Pancasila and the 1945 Constitution, which
guarantees religious freedom for all citizens.
Through the minister of religion, the government responded to the Meulaboh
case and the following controversy in a somewhat ambiguous way. On the one hand,
to make the Christians happy, the government pledged to guarantee implementation of
the principles of freedom of religion and religious tolerance as mandated by the
Constitution. On the other hand, to make the Muslims happy, the government also
stated that implementation of religious freedom should be practiced in a way so as not
to hurt the feelings of others. The government also stated that foreign aid for religious
institutions was acceptable so long as it was not binding and was under government
control. In his presidential address to Parliament on 16 August 1967, Suharto
reemphasized the government’s position on the Muslim-Christian controversy.
Freedom of religion was guaranteed by the Constitution, but it should be practiced in
ways that would not hurt the feelings of others, since it could trigger conflict that
would only benefit the communists.
In the wake of the Makassar riot, on 30 November 1967, the government
sponsored a reconciliatory Inter-Religious Consultative Meeting in Jakarta. The main
purpose of the event was to discuss a draft proposal by the government concerning
religious propagation. Learning from the Meulaboh and Makassar incidents, through
M. Dachlan, the new minister of religion, the government proposed that “religious
proselytization should not be targeted toward people who already have a religion.” As
observed by van Niewenhuijze, the issue of proselytization had been lingering since
the early 1950s and had become a point of contention between the Christians on the
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one hand and the Muslims, Hindus, and other groups on the other.84 In his opening
speech for the Consultative Meeting, Suharto stated that the event was held to respond
to the alarming inter-religious conflict in different parts of Indonesia, certainly
Meulaboh and Makassar. He restated that Pancasila and the 1945 Constitution
guarantee religious freedom, including religious propagation. However, the freedom
should not lead to instability and disunity due to rivalry in gaining

followers,

especially from among those who already have a religion, since that will only benefit
the remaining followers of the “Old Order” and the communists.85
However, it was exactly on the point of confining religious propagation to
those who already have religion that Christians fundamentally disagreed. While
repeatedly emphasizing the shared history of Indonesians and the necessity for
national unity and integrity, A. M. Tambunan, a Protestant speaker and minister of
social affairs, argued that Christianity is a missionary religion, just like Islam.
Therefore it is not acceptable to restrict religious propagation to one’s group since it
will betray the faith.86 However, he denied the widespread accusation that the
Christian churches aimed at the conquest of the Muslim world.87 This statement was
countered by M. Rasjidi by referring to a book by a Dutch missionary, Hendrik
Kraemer, The Christian Message in a Non-Christian World (originally published in
1938), where the scheme to Christianize the world, especially Indonesia, was
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proposed. By referring to human rights and the Constitution, I. J. Kasimo, a Catholic
participant, also expressed disagreement on the idea of restricting religious
propagation only to those who have no religion. He recommended that the
Consultative Meeting should issue an interfaith statement of tolerance but not restrict
the fundamental freedom of people to choose a religion based on their own conviction
as well as the right to spread their faith. However, he agreed that such propagation
should be conducted in ways that would not contradict both ethics and the existing
law. In defending his position during this very intense debate, supported by Catholic
representative Ben Mang Reng Say, Protestant leader T. B. Simatupang was described
to have “fought like a lion.”88
Without mutual agreement on the main purpose of the meeting, the
Consultative Meeting finally ended in a deadlock. According to Boland, this triggered
furious reaction among Muslims,89 as if the event were a confirmation that all the
conflicts so far resulted from the Christians’ stubborn intolerant attitude towards
others. In response to A. M. Tambunan’s comment that the meeting was
unsatisfactory but not a failure, Hamka (Prof. Dr. Haji Abdul Malik Karim Amrullah),
a leading Muslim scholar and a participant, wrote a mocking editorial in his Panji
Masyarakat magazine that the result of the meeting was actually positive. Why? It
opened Muslim eyes and made them aware that the Christians indeed want to
Christianize the nation and that their efforts are sponsored by foreign countries.90 The
Christians denied all these accusations and agreed that unfair methods of
evangelization such as uninvited door to door visits, use of social services to convert
88
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people, and the like should be avoided. But they refused to stop practicing the “divine
mandate” to spread the Gospel to all humanity.
Inter-religious consultation events were also held in Garut, on 29 November–1
December 1967, and in other areas. Most of these events, however, could not achieve
their objectives.91 According to Alwi Shihab, the 1967 Consultative Meeting failed
since there was no single statement by both Muslim and Christian sides implying that
they agreed to get rid of the existing mutual suspicion and misunderstanding.92
Observing the failure of the

Consultation, German scholar Olaf Schumann also

suggested that inter-religious relations in Indonesia were shaped more by mutual
suspicion and hypocrisy.93 In line with Boland, according to Steenbrink, the failure of
the meeting contributed to deteriorating inter-religious relationships, especially
Muslim-Christian, in the next period.94
Despite the fact that Muslims and Christians always referred to the same
sources, Pancasila and the 1945 Constitution, to justify their “tolerance” and “freedom
of religion” arguments, in reality they always found themselves on opposing sides. In
terms of Isaiah Berlin’s “two concepts of liberty,” the Muslims apparently perceived
“freedom” more as “freedom from,” or “negative liberty,” while the Christians
emphasized “freedom for,” or “positive liberty.”95 For the Muslims, tolerance meant
“leave me and my faith alone,” while for the Christians, it meant “don’t stop me from
doing what I believe in.” Arguably, it was this different interpretation of “freedom”
and “tolerance” that led to different attitudes or strategies in dealing with the growing
tensions.
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As a majority who liked to keep the status quo, many Muslims adopted what
Karel Steenbrink called the “proportionalist” attitude. Basically, it means an
adaptation of Muslim policy of dhimmi status for monotheist religions, especially for
the “people of the book.” Monotheist religions and their practices were formally
recognized, but they were discouraged, even forbidden to proselytize beyond their
faith community. The government proposal of the 1967 Consultative Meeting, aiming
at maintaining social harmony, national stability, and avoiding conflict, clearly
adopted this viewpoint. While not necessarily in the line of theological pluralism as
promoted by John Hick, Paul F. Knitter, John Cobb, Leonard Swidler,96 and others,
many of the Christians espoused “radical pluralism.” This means that all main
religions should be recognized and every religion should have freedom in its own
right, not the freedom imposed by the dominant religion. Moreover, there should be
open interaction and exchange, even debate when necessary, between religions, with
the possibility of changing one’s religion.97
With the New Order’s emphasis on political stability and to anticipate possible
inter-religious conflict amid the growing tension after the failed 1967 meeting, on 13
September 1969 the government issued joint decree number 1/1969, made by the
minister of religious affairs and the minister of internal affairs, on “Implementation of
Government Apparatus’s Tasks in Securing Order and Religious Development and
Ritual for All Adherents.” The main point was restriction of religious propagation and
establishment of new religious buildings. With unwritten but clear reference to the
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contending points of the 1967 meeting, the decree specified, among other things, that
(a) heads of local government shall allow religious adherents to propagate and
practice their faith so long as they do not violate the law or threaten public security
and order; (b) heads should supervise the implementation of religious propagation to
make sure that it will not cause inter-religious conflict, is not carried out by
intimidation, unfair persuasion, oppression, or threat in all forms and against the law;
(c) local representatives of the Department of Religion shall make sure there is no
blasphemy in religious propagation; and (d) the establishment of a house of worship
must obtain a permit from the local government, who shall give it after considering
the opinions of the local representative of the Department of Religion, urban planners,
and the local people where the building will be erected.98 In practice this simply
meant no propagation targeted to people of other religions by whatever means and no
new house of worship in the neighborhood of people of other religions.
There were objections to the decree among Muslims and non-Muslims, as well
as support and agreement, especially from Muslims. Before the decree was issued,
Governor of Jakarta Ali Sadikin, for example, said that “If the establishment of every
church should obtain absolute consent from the majority, it will be highly possible
that there will be no church erected in Indonesia, since the majority here are
Muslims.”99
The Protestant DGI and

Catholic MAWI (Majelis Agung Wali Gereja

Indonesia, High Council of Indonesian Bishops) also immediately sent out a response
in a memorandum dated 10 October 1969. By pointing out the contradictory points of
the decree—the guarantee of religious freedom and extreme restriction on establishing
98

For full version of the text, see Weinata Sairin (ed.), Himpunan Peraturan di bidang Keagamaan
(Jakarta: BPK Gunung Mulia, 1994), 3-6.
99
Reported in Berita Antara, 28 April 1969 and quoted in Abujamin Roham, Dapatkah Islam-Kristen
Hidup Berdampingan? (Jakarta: Media Dakwah, 1995), 66.

38

religious buildings—both organizations strongly requested that the decree be
reviewed. Due to the difficulties of establishing places of worship by minority groups,
including Muslims who live in a Christian or Hindu neighborhood, inter-religious
tension increased after the implementation of the decree. In December 1969, for
example, some Muslims in West Sumatra protested the establishment of a Baptist
Christian hospital in a Muslim neighborhood.100 The increase of numbers, as well as
of denominational groups, especially among the Christians, which required new
places of worship, posed further problems. As a solution, some Christians used
private house, halls, or hotel meeting rooms as temporary churches.
In response to this development and the increased tension, unfortunately,
through a somewhat “secret” instruction dated 5 May 1975, the minister of domestic
affairs ordered all governors and heads of local governments across Indonesia to make
sure that “there should be no private house functioning as a church for security
reasons.” In fact what was meant, as clarified by another instruction by the same
minister, was to prohibit permanently changing a private house into a church. In
cases where establishment of a church was not yet possible, the use of a private house
as a place of worship was allowed so long as it did not cause security problems.
However, many people understood it as prohibition of using private houses as a place
of worship.101 In Jakarta, for example, this has been reinterpreted by the local
government in stricter form from time to time that all mayors in the Jakarta area
should monitor every establishment of a place of worship and stop religious activities
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in private houses for the sake of public order and security.102 Religious propagation
and the complicated special permit to build a place of worship for minority groups are
among the unresolved problems in inter-religious relations to this day.103
Despite the fact that the New Order authoritarian military government was
always ready to take whatever steps it deemed necessary, inter-religious relations
often erupted into open conflict. In 1969, M. Roem gave a speech in which he
excused what he called the first attack ever by a Muslim against a Christian church.
This happened, Roem argued, due to the fact that despite the prohibition by the local
government, the church was built in a Muslim neighborhood where only a few
Christian lived.104
In 1973 there was a wide protest by Muslims in and outside Parliament over a
Marriage Bill that included an article stating that religious difference should not be
regarded as an obstacle to marriage. Many Muslims perceived the article as a hidden
agenda of Christianization. In 1974 an anti-Christian-motivated murder by a Muslim
of Eric Constable, an Australian minister of an Anglican church happened in Jakarta,
followed

by cancellation of a World Council of Churches (WCC) Assembly

scheduled in Jakarta in 1975.105 In 1981, MUI (Majelis Ulama Indonesia, the
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Indonesian Council of Ulama) issued a fatwa stating that Muslims were forbidden to
participate in (the ritual aspect of) Christmas celebrations, a popular trend in public
school and government offices. Hamka, chairman of MUI at that time, eventually
resigned

from

his

position

following

his

disagreement

with

Alamsyah

Ratuprawiranegara, the minister of religion, who perceived the fatwa as a challenge to
the government concerning inter-religious relations. I will come back to this issue in
the next chapter.
Apologetic inter-religious polemics, especially between the Muslims and the
Christians, were noisy during the 1970s. M. Natsir, M. Rasjidi, and his DDII circle
were among the outspoken Muslim spokesmen against Christian leaders such as T. B.
Simatupang, Simorangkir, and others, especially on Christianization versus the
Islamic state. Many other speakers from both sides actively debated a wide spectrum
of topics. The authenticity and authority of the Bible, the role of Paul in changing
Jesus’ teaching, the divinity of Jesus, the Trinity, Original Sin, redemption of human
sin through Jesus, and the prophecies of Muhammad were among the most popular
topics among the Muslim speakers. Hamran Ambrie, Yusuf Roni, Rivai Burhanuddin,
all ex-Muslims, were among the most productive Christians.106 As an illustration,
soon after the failed 1967 Consultative Meeting, Omar Hashem wrote “a complete
response for Rev. J. Verkuyl,” on “interpretation of Christian faith about Muslims.”
Due to their provocative character, Ambrie’s books were finally banned by the
government amid wide Muslim protest. In a skeptical tone, Muslim writer M.
Abujamin Roham wrote about whether Muslim-Christian coexistence was possible
and concluded the discussion somewhat negatively.
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Christians grew in such a way that the government was demanded to ban even the
Indonesian version of Kenneth Cragg’s The Call of the Minaret, a book on the
necessity for Christians to understand and appreciate Islamic faith.107
Aware of the potential inter-religious, as well as inter-ethnic and inter-racial,
conflict and its consequences, the New Order regime then implemented what is
known as the policy of SARA (Suku, Agama, Ras dan Antar-Golongan, Ethnicity,
Religion, Race, and Inter-Social Classes). Issues on inter-religious, inter-ethnic, interracial, and inter-social classes were considered highly sensitive for public discussion
and prohibited. As a result, although Islamist groups that promoted the idea of an
Islamic state never ceased to exist, their power was significantly decreased. After the
1973 party fusion, efforts to revive the Jakarta Charter by Muslim groups also died
out. News reporting on these issues was strictly monitored. Under risk of license
withdrawal by the government or worse, news reporters and editors internalized
Foucauldian “panopticonism” self-censorship when they dealt with ethnic or religious
conflict.108
Under the SARA policy, it was not allowed to talk in public or spread any
news about such topics as Jakarta Charter, Islamic state, Christianization, ethnic
stereotypes, and the like that might trigger conflict in the society. In the name of
national security and political stability, the regime not only defined what the SARA
issues were but also how to deal with them. Any SARA issue was to be dealt quickly
and ruthlessly when it first came out. The bloody “anti-Pancasila sole foundation” of
the 1984 Tanjung Priok riot that killed 14 people and injured many others, the
Monitor Affair in 1990, inter-ethnic war between the Madurese and Malays in
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Kalimantan, and several anti-Chinese riots in Java in the mid-1990s are among the
suggestive examples.
Jacques Bertrand wrote that SARA was “the strength of this censorship, and
related elite management to diffuse conflict, (that) gave the impression to the broader
public that Indonesia lived by its ideal of religious harmony.”109 The reality however,
was extremely vulnerable. At such a critical juncture as the second half of the 1990s,
when the New Order regime was crumbling and each group was intensely
renegotiating, SARA issues turned into deadly flame. Soon before and after the fall of
Suharto, unprecedented inter-religious and inter-ethnic conflicts exploded throughout
the country, from Aceh, across Java, and the heartland of Kalimantan to Papua,
reaching a climax in a series of Muslim-Christian wars in the 2000s.110

Inter-Religious Dialogue Initiatives
Departing from the “proportionalist” point of view to maintain the status quo
and political stability according to the government framework of centralized
economic development after the failed 1967 Consultative Meeting, the New Order
had never stopped working on the problems of inter-religious relations. Right after the
politically prearranged 1971 general election won by the government party, Golkar,
Abdul Mukti Ali (b. 1923) was appointed minister of religion. He was a great
moderate Muslim scholar trained in both a Dutch-style modern school and a
traditional Islamic boarding school for his elementary education. He got his doctorate
in Islamic history in Pakistan in 1955 and an MA in 1957 from McGill University,
Montreal, under Wilfred Cantwell Smith, whose ideas on inter-religious relations
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significantly shaped Mukti Ali’s perspective. On his return to Indonesia, he started a
program in comparative religion at IAIN (Institut Agama Islam Negeri, the State
Institute for Islamic Studies) in Yogyakarta. He also became an important intellectual
mentor for the Limited Group, an informal study group of young critical thinkers like
Dawam Rahardjo, Djohan Effendi, and Ahmad Wahib who, together with Nurcholish
Madjid and Abdurrahman Wahid, became leading Muslim intellectuals in the later
period associated with the Islamic Thought Reform Movement.111 In 1958, he
attended the 9th Congress for the History of Religions in Tokyo, and in 1970 he was
among the Indonesian Muslim delegates who attended an inter-religious meeting
organized by the World Council of Churches in Ajaltoun, Lebanon.112
With his expertise, as minister of religion, Mukti Ali started a well-structured
scheme on inter-religious relations by creating Proyek Pembinaan Kerukunan Hidup
Antar Ummat Beragama (Project for the Fostering of the Harmony of Interreligious
Life), a program dedicated to promoting inter-religious harmony through dialogue.
The “dialogue” here primarily means conversation among religious leaders about their
teaching on such topics as justice, tolerance, and mutual respect, so that religious
people will be saved from conflict. Religious harmony should be developed based on
the principle, to use Mukti Ali’s words, to “agree in disagreement.” This means that
each group should be ready to accept and respect the others as such, including when
their customs, cultural practices, and theological doctrines are totally different from
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one another.113 For him, the teachings of all religions are positive and religious
believers should “move out of their religious ghettos and narrow communal interest”
to support economic development.114
Mukti Ali’s project of inter-religious dialogue was centered around this idea of
“religious harmony.” He wrote:
“Religious harmony is a social condition in which all religious groups could live
together without giving up their basic rights to practice duties required by each
religion. Everyone lives as a committed religious adherent in peaceful and
harmonious coexistence. Therefore, religious harmony cannot emerge from blind
fanaticism and indifference to the rights and feeling of others. It can only be created
when every religious group is open towards one another”.115

To achieve his goal, Mukti Ali developed the Religious Harmony Project, led
by Djohan Effendi, a former activist of the Limited Group of Yogyakarta. As recorded
by Steenbrink, the project included three main programs: a series of conferences for
inter-religious leaders and specialists, collaborative social research on interfaith
issues, and an interfaith camp for university students. All these programs were held in
various cities across the country. The conference program was planned to be
organized in every provincial capital, attended by all five recognized religions.
Representatives from each religion were invited to give presentations on the arranged
topic of the conference.116 The topic for the first conference, organized in South
Sulawesi, 25 April–1 May 1973, was “Participation of the Religious Communities in
the National Development.”117 For some experts and participants, however, the
program became more like “nice talk in comfortable room” that never really
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addressed the real problems behind inter-religious troubles. Due to the fact that the
program was almost completely a top-down initiative funded by the government, the
result never reached beyond the four walls of the room where it took place, without
follow-ups and impact on society. For Ali Munhanif, Mukti Ali’s emphasis on interreligious dialogue as reflected in the program was more political and psychological.118
To support the second program, in 1975 the Department of Religious Affairs
organized PLPA (Program Latihan Penelitian Agama, Training Program on Religious
Research). While living together for three months, participants from different
religious backgrounds were given workshops by experts on how to understand
religious issues and do research about them as social reality.119 Unlike the case of the
inter-faith conference for religious leaders, here some people gave more honest
observations on inter-religious relations and their problems. The Department of
Religion also organized seminars in which the results of the research were presented
and more openly debated. The third program, an interfaith camp for university
students, was started in 1977. Student activists from different religious backgrounds
were engaged in various activities. The Department of Religion also issued an
academic journal, Dialog: Jurnal Studi dan Informasi Keagamaan (Dialogue, a
Journal for Religious Studies and Information). The journal published academic
articles on contemporary Islam, Islam and modernity, and Islam and religious
diversity.120
Djohan Effendi testified that the results of the project were far from satisfying,
but he also emphasized that it was a good start for improving inter-religious relations.
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At least, thanks to the programs, real encounter among people from different religious
background took place, and the doors for more honest communication between
different religious people were now open.121 Djohan was probably right. However, in
terms of its top-down character and the government’s main interest in political
stability rather than true mutual understanding and recognition, the project did not
much improve existing inter-religious relations.122
Despite the much recognized important initial steps taken by Mukti Ali,
among the reasons Mukti Ali’s mission on inter-religious dialogue did not go far
enough was related to his own position. He was not affiliated with either NU or
Muhammadiyah, the two largest Muslim organizations, the first usually dominating
the Department of Religion. Ricklefs noted that Mukti Ali’s appointment in 1971 was
NU’s first loss of the post of minister of religion since 1953.123 When Mukti Ali first
visited East Java, the heartland of NU, after his appointment, many kiyais (religious
leaders in the NU community) were suspicious about him.124 In fact, besides his
credibility as a moderate Muslim intellectual that matched the New Order’s interest to
counter political Islam, his appointment was partly related to estrangement between
NU and the regime, as noted by Feillard during that period. Without wide support
from these two organizations, Mukti Ali found himself against the majority of
Muslims when the 1973 Marriage Bill controversy arose.
As an intellectual outside Suharto’s political inner circle, Mukti Ali’s
bargaining power before the New Order regime was very weak.125 Arguably, this
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position made him primarily serve the regime rather than solving real public issues in
religious affairs. This also explained why his initiative to establish Badan Konsultasi
antar Ummat Beragama (Consultative Body for Inter-Religious Community) did not
work as planned. Besides, the idea to establish the Body was apparently from Suharto,
to create an “ethical code” on religious propagation, after the unsuccessful attempt in
the 1967 Consultative Meeting.126
Alamsyah Ratuprawiranegara (b. 1925), a retired army general and former
personal secretary to President Suharto, was appointed minister of religion in 1978,
replacing Mukti Ali. By this time Suharto’s grip on power was unchallenged. The
PKI, PNI, NU, and Masyumi, the top four parties before the New Order period, were
now gone. The PKI and Masyumi were banned, as we have discussed earlier. In order
to reorient political parties away from divisive ideological battle, a characteristic
attributed to the random Old Order period, in 1973 the New Order regime carried out
the so-called “de-confessionalization of politics.” NU and all other Islamic parties
were fused into the PPP (Partai Persatuan Pembangunan, United Development
Party), and PNI and all the other “nationalist” and “Christian” parties into PDI (Partai
Demokrasi Indonesia, Indonesia Democratic Pary). These two parties were supposed
to leave ideology behind and focus more on pragmatic project of modernization as
“loyal opposition.”127 Continuous internal conflicts within both parties, however,
made them extremely weak and much more like shadow puppet parties for Golkar, the
New Order political machine that won all the five-yearly elections from 1971 until
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Suharto’s fall in 1998.
More than the others, under General Alamsyah Prawiranegara, who had plenty
of financial support as a member of Suharto’s inner circle, the government launched
several programs that clearly displayed the unchallenged power and authoritarian
character of the New Order regime as well as the powerlessness of religious
communities. Prawiranegara took what was left from the failed 1967 Consultative
Meeting. Without consultation with religious leaders and organizations, the
Department of Religion issued two decrees, numbers 70/1978 and 77/1978 on 1 and
15 August 1978, supported by a joint decree between the Ministry of Religion and
Ministry of Internal Affairs.128 Reemphasizing the previous policy, the first decree
stated that religious propagation directed to people who already had a religion was
prohibited. Unfair methods of proselytization such as distribution of money, food,
medicine, and clothes as well as pamphlets, magazines, books, and door-to-door visits
were forbidden. The second decree, about restriction for foreign aid and foreign
religious personnel, specified that transfer and distribution of foreign aid for religious
groups should be implemented by consent or recommendation of the minister of
religion. In the name of “national development”, meaning modernization project, and
to empower the local community, the number of foreign personnel for religious
missionary works should be limited.
Some Christians expressed disappointment and criticized the decrees as a
threat to freedom of religion, but the government simply ignored them. Muslims
supported the decrees as something they expected after the 1967 meeting. Politically
speaking, however, the decrees can be interpreted as appeasement for Muslim groups
who were disappointed by the official recognition of aliran kepercayaan (Javanese
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local belief system) in the GBHN (Garis-Garis Besar Haluan Negara, State Principle
Guidelines for Public Policy) and the government proposal of Pancasila civic
indoctrination earlier that year. For some Muslims, recognition of aliran kepercayaan
in the GBHN meant one step closer from accepting it as recognized religion, while
Pancasila civic indoctrination, known as P4, was perceived as a potential rival for
religious doctrine in people’s daily life.
Despite reluctant acceptance among religious communities, Prawiranegara
created Wadah Musyawarah Antar Umat Beragama (Forum for Inter-Religious
Dialogue) on 1 October 1979. The Department of Religion had wanted to create a
similar forum in 1967 but failed after the unsuccessful Consultative Meeting. Mukti
Ali also created a similar forum in 1975, but it didn’t work. Councils of the five
recognized religions were represented in this Forum for Inter-Religious Dialogue:
MUI for Muslims, DGI for Christians, MAWI for Catholics, PHDP (Parisadha Hindu
Dharma Pusat) for Hindus, and WALUBI (Perwalian Umat Buddha Indonesia) for
Buddhists. While taking the inter-religious dialogue inherited from Mukti Ali to a
higher scale thanks to available financial support, Prawiranegara also consciously
made his programs different from those of his predecessor, which he perceived as too
academic and philosophical. He pushed inter-religious dialogue into more pragmatic
purposes for the sake of economic development, political stability, and national
defense. He believed that if people of different religions could not help each other, at
least they should not disturb each other.129 His program in inter-religious dialogue can
be summarized in what Prawiranegara called Tri Kerukunan (three pillars of
harmony): (1) inter-religious harmony between different faith communities; (2) intra-
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religious harmony within the same faith community; and (3) a harmonious
relationship between faith communities and the government.
Many religious leaders, however, complained that the programs under
Prawiranegara were very much top-down in nature, and also too superficial and
ceremonial.130 It was ironic to find the Forum for Inter-Religious Dialogue involved
in tension against MUI on the controversy of Christmas greetings in 1981. In a
response to a growing concern over Christmas celebration in public schools and
government offices where some Muslims were made to participate involuntarily, MUI
issued a fatwa saying it was haram (prohibited) for a Muslim to participate in the
ritual aspect of Christmas. Prawiranegara saw this fatwa as a direct challenge to his
“three pillars of harmony.” In a meeting with the MUI, extremely disappointed,
Prawiranegara mentioned the possibility of resigning from his position. Hamka, MUI
chairman, responded by withdrawing the fatwa from public circulation (although he
emphasized that the content of the fatwa remained valid!) and himself resigned as
chairman.131
Another frustrating move by the New Order started during that time was the
plan to impose Pancasila, the state ideology, as the “sole basis” for all political, social,
and religious organizations. This meant that all religious organizations, including NU,
Muhammadiyah, DGI, MAWI, WALUBI, PHDP, and others, should use Pancasila as
the foundation of principal values as well as for their practical programs. In order to
cool down the heated polemic and sharp comments from various religious
organizations, the Forum for Inter-Religious Dialogue created by Prawiranegara
issued a joint declaration:
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We ask to all concerned parties that the basis of religious belief of people of the
various religions should not be put in opposition to Pancasila as the State Ideology
and that the Pancasila should not be defined in rivalry with the religious teaching of
132
the various religious organizations.

Inter-religious dialogue as promoted by Mukti Ali and Prawiranegara was not
an important focus for Munawwir Sazdali (b. 1925), the next minister of religion
(1983-1993). Despite the fact that inter-religious tension and conflicts significantly
increased in both number and scale in the early 1990s, Tarmidzi Taher (b. 1936), the
following minister of religion (1993-1998) had no major programs on the issue either.
He founded LPKUB (Lembaga Pengkajian Kerukunan antar Umat Beragama,
Institute for the Study of Inter-religious Harmony) in October 1993, which started an
English journal Religiosa, Indonesian Journal on Religious Harmony in 1995. In
general, however, Tarmidzi’s program on inter-religious dialogue was more
diplomatic than realistic, especially as a way to regain a positive Indonesian image on
the international stage amid the escalating inter-religious conflicts across the country.
Tarmidzi’s portrayal of relations—frequently peppered with nationalistic jargons of
Pancasila—in his speeches for an international audience either was “too good to be
true” or simply covered up the deteriorating reality. Karel Steenbrink noted:
In line with this same policy we have to see the tendency to diminish national
dialogue meetings and to organize instead international meetings on the subject of
Muslim-Christian relations. On 7-9 August 1997 a great International Conference on
Muslim-Christian Relations: Past, Present and Future Dialogue and Cooperation
was held in the prestigious Jakarta Horison Hotel, with participation of Temple
University and Hartford Seminary Foundation. Later that year generous financing
from the Indonesian side made possible an international seminar Religious Plurality
and nationalism in Indonesia in Leiden (26-27 November 1997).133
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activists, and intellectuals had sprung up across the country. The emergence of these
private initiatives, among others, was related to the stronger political bargaining
power of the Muslims, which resulted in a new constellation. Having been in power
for a quarter of century, Suharto could no longer rely on the younger generation in the
military, his main unconditional loyal supporters in the past. As a result of the New
Order’s

massive

modernization

project in public

education,

health

care,

transportation, communication systems, and the like, the Muslim “numerical
majority” were growing rapidly as a powerful economic and political group. This and
other developments soon changed the New Order’s political orientation much closer
to the Muslims.
Haunted by the danger of an Islamic state, as noted by David Jenkins, right
before the 1977 election, the abangan Suharto reportedly summoned Frans Seda and
Kasimo, two prominent Catholic leaders, and frankly said on their arrival: “Our
common enemy is Islam!”134 Yet, on the contrary, in 1990, Suharto nodded to the
establishment of ICMI (Ikatan Cendekiawan Muslim se-Indonesia, Association of
Indonesian Muslim Intellectuals), and even flirted with conservative Muslims. He and
his family went on hajj pilgrimage the following year and he added “Muhammad” to
his name. Many cabinet members after 1990s were from the ICMI circle. In the first
two decades of his rule, Suharto strongly distrusted Islam and made the Protestants,
Catholics, Chinese, and abangan Muslims his main allies. But during his last decade
of power, while pushing his former allies into a corner, Suharto made Muslims his
main ally.
The Islamization or “greenization” of the Suharto regime since the 1990s
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created frustration and strong suspicion among the Christians.135 Bertrand noted that
inter-religious conflicts, especially in Maluku and other Eastern parts of Indonesia,
were closely related to this political shift of the New Order and the subsequent
struggle for government positions.136 In the meantime, wider access for the Muslims
to economy, politics, and bureaucracy and the deeper Islamization of the society in
general also followed by stronger Islamic formalism. The noisy inter-religious,
especially Muslim-Christian polemics of the 1970s returned to public view in the
1990s along with hardening religious exclusivism. Inter-religious dialogue initiatives,
especially among the young Muslim middle class in various cities across Indonesia,
emerged as a response to this alarming Islamic formalism and exclusivism, even
fundamentalism.
Unlike the government’s top-down model of inter-religious dialogue, which
emphasized political stability to support the national development project while
avoiding any theological debate, the private initiative dialogue openly addressed the
real issues, including doctrinal and political problems, that have caused tension and
conflict between religious communities. Instead of focusing on economic
development as “national myth,” inter-religious dialogue was used to raise public
awareness on social injustice, economic inequality, political discrimination, and other
issues created by the status quo. Therefore, private initiatives on inter-religious
dialogue are closely related to democratization and social transformation, issues
shared by inter-religious communities and the Indonesian public in general. In the
following chapters, I analyze how the selected key thinkers respond to this context by
offering their ideas and initiatives.
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Concluding Remarks
The rise of the New Order in the wake of the 1965 massacre against the
communists was followed by a brief honeymoon among religious communities and
between religious communities and the new regime. Enormous religious conversion
and the rapidly increasing power of the authoritarian regime, however, eventually
resulted in inter-religious rivalry and conflict. Each religious community, especially
the Muslims and Christians as the two largest groups, sought to justify its positions by
using the state in the name of the constitution and shared history. The New Order’s
management of inter-religious issues, both the use of oppressive means to repress
conflict and the top-down unilateral method of creating inter-religious harmony that
primarily centered on “political stability” and development, only triggered mutual
suspicion and further increased inter-religious tension. Freedom of religion, tolerance,
legal discrimination, and religion-state relations are the most enduring issues in
problems of religious propagation, the establishment of places of worship, the threat
of an Islamic state, Christianization, religion in public schools, Christmas greetings by
Muslims, and so forth. These and other development on inter-religious issues in the
1990s and their relation to the changing character of the New Order’s politics are the
background for the following discussion on the intellectual legacy of the thinkers
selected.

55

CHAPTER 3
TRANSFORMING THE MARGINALIZED MAJORITY

Political Dead End and Rise of Neomodernist Muslims
As indicated earlier, a number of social and political developments under the
New Order regime, in the 1970s and further established in the 1980s, became defining
for religious communities, including Muslims, in positioning themselves in relation to
each other and to the regime. After the desperate attempt to revive the Islamic
Masyumi political party failed in the wake of the 1965 coup, Muslim efforts to revive
the Jakarta Charter in the late 1960s found the same fate. Even worse, the New Order
regime became more suspicious and further repressed political Islam. For many
Muslims, the failure to revive the charter was perceived as a great loss after their
major role in 1945 gaining independence and in 1965 battling the communists. Seen
retrospectively, the blow signified the dramatic collapse of political Islam for the next
three decades.
Drafted by “Team 9” on 22 June 1945 and intended to be the preamble of the
Indonesian Constitution, the Jakarta Charter was a “gentlemen’s agreement” reached
only after a long negotiation between the Islamic group (golongan Islam), who
wanted Islam as the principle of the state, and the secular nationalist group (golongan
kebangsaan)—one of them a Christian—who wanted a religiously neutral state.137
Due to its too strong “Islamic formulation,” even the gentlemen’s agreement was
finally considered a serious obstacle by non-Muslims and the secular group for the
137

Boland, The Struggle of Islam, pp. 23-33. The nine signatories of the Jakarta Charter were Sukarno,
Moh. Hatta, Muh. Yamin, A. A. Maramis (Christian), Abikusno Cokrosuyoso, Abdul Kahar Muzakkir,
Agus Salim, Ahmad Subarjo (originally left-wing), and Wahid Hasyim. The first four signatories were
“nationalist,” the last five Islamic. For the original text of the document, see Muh. Yamin, Naskah
Persiapan Undang-Undang Dasar 1945, vol. I (Jakarta: Prapanca, 1959), p. 49.

56

creation of a multireligious Indonesia.138 Through an informal meeting between the
“nationalist” and the “Islamic” group, the problematic “seven words” were eventually
dropped from the text before the document was officially adopted as the preamble of
the Constitution on 18 August 1945. “Belief in God with the obligation for adherents
of Islam to implement Islamic law” of the Jakarta Charter was changed into “Belief in
God the Only One.”139
Under the pressure of time, the Muslim group accepted the alteration for two
reasons. First, it avoided possible disintegration of the newly founded Indonesia as a
religiously plural nation-state. Second, as Sukarno said, it was a “temporary
Constitution” that in due time would be reviewed and perfected by the elected
representatives of the people, after the election.140 Unfortunately, that opportunity
never arose. The people’s elected representatives in the Constituent Assembly never
reached a workable agreement on this particular issue during their meetings in 195659. To resolve the political deadlock and prevent further chaos from ideological
polarization, on 5 July 1959 Sukarno even dissolved the Assembly by presidential
decree and restored the 1945 Constitution. The “temporary” constitution now became
permanent.
To appease the Muslim group, the Jakarta Charter was described by Sukarno
as the “historical document which inspired the whole of the constitution.” As noted by
138
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Ricklefs, although in this case Sukarno never regarded the Charter as a legal part of
the constitution, and thus the state was not obliged to oversee implementation of
Islamic law among Muslims, some Muslim leaders held to the view that it actually
was.141 Former minister of religion Mohammad Dachlan, for instance, argued that
since the document “inspired the whole of the constitution,” it was a valid legal
source.142 By referring to supporting arguments by Supomo, M. Yamin and other
secular intellectuals, Hamka pointed out the vital political and legal status of the
Jakarta Charter.143 Nevertheless, the Muslim effort to revive Jakarta eventually failed
due to the strong opposition from the military, nationalist, and non-Muslim, especially
Christian groups. Disappointed, Hamka described the alteration of the Jakarta Charter
only a day after Independence in an informal meeting without the presence of all
Muslim representatives, as “dishonesty, if not cheating” by the nationalists.144 It is
against this long story behind the Muslims’ giving up the “seven words” that the
failure to include the Jakarta Charter as part of the national guidelines in MPRS
session of 1968 was perceived by Muslims as a bitter marginalization of Islam despite
all their major contribution as the majority group.
In the meantime, the state ideology of Pancasila, interpreted exclusively from
the viewpoint of the regime—indeed, by referring to Suharto as an exemplary
figure—was declared final. The finality of Pancasila as the only legitimate ideology
meant that no more questions about the Islamic state, socialism, communism,
Marxism, liberal democracy, and the like were allowed. In whatever form, such
questions were considered serious challenges against the foundation of the state and
141
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thus as threatening the survival of the entire nation. By using the term “Pancasila
Democracy,” often applied in a “neither nor” form (not liberal western democracy
nor eastern communism not secular nor theocracy etc.), the regime created a working
instrument to include whatever it deemed acceptable as “Pancasilaic” and exclude
whatever it considered inconsistent with its own criteria as “anti-Pancasilaic.” The
New Order’s official interpretation of Pancasila was used for maintaining stability and
“policing the boundaries” of sociopolitical life as defined by the regime. A huge
indoctrination project required for all citizens was launched after MPR, the highest
political authority, issued decree no. II/MPR/1978 on “national guidelines” for the
implementation of Pancasila in daily life. In 1984, all organizations, including
political parties and religious institutions, were also required to use Pancasila as their
“sole foundation.” Such systematic ideological uniformization further enforced the
New Order’s high modernist project of highly centralized and tightly structured social
control.
According to Jacques Bertrand, Pancasila, as understood and practiced based
exclusively on the official interpretation of the regime, was the first of the five pillars
of the New Order’s “national model” of institutionalization. “National model” means
a set of principles that come to define the so-called nation, or relations between
nations, as well as the elements by which individuals and groups are included or
excluded.145 Indeed, Pancasila was used by the New Order to include anyone on its
side as “friends” and to exclude anyone on a different side as “enemies.” The second
pillar was the 1945 Constitution, which guaranteed a powerful president with wideranging executive power, especially after the ultimate governing body of MPR and the
Parliament (DPR) were tailored into amenable stamping agents.
145
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The third pillar was a hierarchal, centralized, homogeneous government
bureaucracy across all regions, effectively implemented in 1974 and further developed
in 1979. Active and retired military personnel were appointed as heads of most
provinces and districts across Indonesia to guarantee strong loyalties to the central
government. With this highly centralized hierarchical structure, the regime watched
all aspects of people’s life, including their faith. Besides the massive indoctrination of
Pancasila, for instance, all Muslim preachers were required to have special permits
from the local government before they spoke in public; even Friday sermons were
monitored.
The fourth pillar was limited freedom for political parties. As mentioned
earlier, further systematic depoliticization through forced merger of Islamic parties
into one single “loyal opposition” and non-ideological weak party in 1973 and the
implementation of the so-called “floating mass” have made politics totally
uninteresting for Muslims.146 A hierarchical umbrella government-sponsored
organization was created for every social group: youth, women, labor, engineers,
students, medical doctors, lawyers, journalists, athletes, peasants, fishermen, teachers,
artists, religious communities, and so on. It was in this setting that the Indonesian
Council of Ulama (MUI) was established in 1975.147 Similar organizations were
created for

Protestants (PGI, formerly DGI), Catholics (MAWI), Buddhists

(WALUBI), and Hindus (PHDP). Obviously, this extreme social control gave no
space for real political participation. The only reasonable option left for Muslims was
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nonpolitical Islam. We have already discussed how M. Natsir and his DDII group
eventually focused on deeper Islamization of the society through da’wa, Islamic
propagation.
The fifth pillar was “development” as the key objective.148 Here
“development” or modernization was understood and practiced by the regime as
guided transformation from mythical and traditional to rational modern society, from
political sectarianism to economic pragmatism. Like the other pillars, “development”
became an instrumental category by which the New Order included certain groups
and excluded others. Those closer to “modernity” were seen as proponents of
development, while those closer to “tradition” were viewed as obstacles. One of the
ironies among Muslims was the widening gap between modernist and traditionalist
Muslims vis-à-vis the regime. Despite the different orientation, modernist Muslim
groups had similar interests with the New Order: a deeply Islamized and increasingly
“rational” society. So long as they stayed away from politics, modernist Muslims
enjoyed a positive relation with, even financial support from the regime as an “agent
of social change.” Due to their alleged stagnant values, parochialism, and
backwardness, traditionalist Muslim groups were frequently perceived as both a target
for and an obstacle to “development.”
Was the dead end of political Islam totally negative for the life of Muslims?
Did the absence of real prospects for political Islam and the domestication of Islam
into the nonpolitical sphere mean further marginalization of Muslims? How did
Muslims respond to the challenge by the regime to keep their bargaining power? What
were the implications of those responses on the Muslim community, the development
of inter-religious dialogue with non-Muslims, and the regime itself in the long run?
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How did non-Muslims react to the regime and to Muslim responses? What
consequences for the overall constellational transformation resulted from the
dialectical relation between Muslims and non-Muslims as well as between the two
groups and the regime? These are among the questions I explore in the following
pages.
As has been pointed out by Hefner and other scholars, the situation where
Islam was politically paralyzed and socially and economically marginalized pushed
Muslims to redefine themselves, as well as the other, by reformulating their faith and
recreating new relations in the changing world. While the New Order’s
depoliticization of Islam led to deeper Islamization of the society at the expense of
political Islam and democracy, at the same time it became fertile soil for the growth of
neomodernist Islam. Later on, this neomodernist Islam offered contextual
interpretation of the religion and became a vital force against Suharto’s authoritarian
power, a counterbalance that eventually pushed democracy back onto the stage.
Following Fazlur Rahman, who coined four helpful conceptual categories—revivalist,
neorevivalist, modernist, and neomodernist— neomodernist Islam here means an
expression of Islam that combines classical Islamic learning and modern western
thought, by which Islamic principles are appreciated afresh and applied flexibly and
creatively in modern society.149
Among the most influential neomodernist Muslim thinkers and prominent
leaders of Islamic thought reform in Indonesia are Nurcholish Madjid and
Abdurrahman Wahid.150 By analyzing the works produced from the late 1960s to the
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1980s, Greg Barton summarized the ideas of neomodernist Indonesian Muslims as
follows. First, Islam will have creative ability to respond to the challenge of
modernity and its rapid social change if it is properly reformed. Second, Muslims
need to develop the necessary methodology for rational exegesis and systematic
ijtihad in the mundane, but not in the transcendental realm. Therefore, restudying
classical Islamic scholarship is very important. Third, in terms of Muslim culture, but
not necessarily Islamic theology, Muslims should be ready to leave behind whatever
is considered inadequate based on rationalism in their search for truth. Fourth,
rationality here is based on the presumption that human knowledge is dynamic and
changing while divine knowledge is absolute. Fifth, the older generation of
“modernist” Indonesian Muslims were obsessed with the idea of the Islamic state. For
them, this was a false interpretation based on an erroneous understanding of both
Islamic history and Islamic teaching. Pancasila, according to the neomodernists, is the
most appropriate common platform for religiously diverse Indonesia. In Barton’s
words, neomodernist Islam in Indonesia is characterized as “positive, progressive and
forward looking”151
I will discuss the two prominent Muslim thinkers Nurcholish Madjid and
Abdurrahman Wahid, by focusing on their intellectual legacy in the field of interreligious dialogue.

Nurcholish Madjid’s Life
Nurcholish Madjid was born to a committed Muslim (santri) family in
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Jombang, East Java, on 17 March 1939.152 His father, Abdul Madjid, was a kiyai,
Muslim scholar, who was a student of Hasyim Asy’ari, the founder of NU. Unlike
most NU members who left Masyumi after the internal split and NU became a
political party in 1952, Abdul Madjid continued to support “the only valid Muslim
political party” of Masyumi exactly because of his respect for Hasyim Asy’ari, who
used to issue such a fatwa.153 Madjid’s elementary education was in both a secular
public school (Sekolah Rakyat) and an Islamic boarding school (pesantren), the latter
under the tutelage of his father, in 1953. Then he spent two years in Darul Ulum
Jombang, a progressive NU pesantren with an orientation resembling that of Egyptian
modernist Muhammad Abduh.154 From Darul Ulum, he went to the modern pesantren
of Gontor for middle school for five years, until 1961. Islamic education in Gontor
was well known for its modern orientation, both in method and in daily life
practices.155 Unlike most pesantren, which emphasized more spiritual aspects of
Islam, Gontor also emphasized the development of intellectual aspects of the
religion.156 Madjid then moved to Jakarta to take his BA in Islamic history and Arabic
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literature at the State Islamic University (IAIN). He earned his BA with distinction in
1968 with a thesis entitled “The Qur’an: Arab in Its Wording, Universal in Its
Meaning.”
Two things during his college period had a lasting impact on Madjid’s later
life. First was his personal encounter with Hamka, a very well respected modernist
Muslim scholar who was an imam at al-Azhar grand mosque where Madjid lived in
the “dormitory” for six years.157 It was from Hamka that Madjid began to know Ibn
Taimiyyah (1263-1328), a great fourteenth-century Muslim scholar on which he wrote
his Ph.D. dissertation later, and a very influential figure in his reform movement of
Islamic thought.158 Second was his involvement with HMI, a nationwide Islamic
organization of university students that has close relations with Masyumi.159 He was
appointed chairman for two terms, from 1966 to 1972. Due to his family background,
especially the influence of his father, during his early years at HMI, Madjid was very
much in line with Masyumi’s political orientation. He even earned the label “young
Natsir,” referring to the most prominent leader of Masyumi, Muhammad Natsir.
Madjid wrote:
When I was elected president of the HMI in 1966, the Masyumi leaders held out new
hope for the HMI… At first, I was on the side of the Masyumi in almost everything. I
joined the Masyumi intellectuals to fight the issue of secularization discussed by
Mochtar Lubis and Rosihan Anwar [two influential scholars and journalists who
157
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promoted the idea of modernization through their newspaper—AM]. Most
importantly, I joined the Masyumi leaders in their effort to rebuild their party.160

Soon, however, Madjid found out that Masyumi people suffered from
inflexibility, what he called a too much “legal thinking” perspective, which prevented
them from finding a more effective means for the Muslim struggle than the
rehabilitation of the Masyumi and the imposition of an Islamic state.161 As mentioned
above, a political cul-de-sac for the Muslims resulted from the incapability of the
Masyumi leaders to contextually reinterpret Islamic doctrine for the benefit of
Muslims.
Through HMI, Madjid built his national and global network. In 1967 he was
elected president of the Southeast Asian Muslim Student Union (Pemiat), where he
first met and worked with Anwar Ibrahim and other Malay Muslim students from
Malaysia and Singapore.162 In 1968, in his capacity as leader of HMI, he was invited
to visit the United States under the sponsorship of the Council for Leaders and
Specialists (CLS). His five-week first time experience in the U.S. gave him an
incredible impression about what modern life looked like. He was very much
impressed by how American democracy and social life of the people worked on daily
basis.
Saving the stipend he received from his sponsor during the visit, Madjid
changed his return itinerary. Instead of flying directly to Jakarta, he spent many
weeks visiting Muslim countries. After a stop in Paris, he visited Turkey, Lebanon,
Syria, Iraq, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Egypt, and Pakistan, mostly using land
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transportation to save cost and have more experiences. This unplanned visit took
longer than his visit to the U.S.: two months. Besides visiting friends—including his
first meeting with Abdurrahman Wahid in Baghdad—and his Gontor connection in
Cairo, his primary mission was to see how Islam was practiced across the Muslim
world, especially in Arab countries. As a young leader who was eager to witness
Islamic life and had read enough literature about it, he wanted to experience how
Islam was manifested in the Arab world, the epicenter of Islam. “To be frank,” he
wrote after the Middle East tour, “through all those discussions [with Muslims in the
Arab world] I was very much disappointed. I couldn’t find what I was looking for.”163
He was looking for a sort of contextual formula on how Islam should be practiced in
modern Muslim life. Enriched by the visit experiences and based on his own
intellectual and political struggle thus far, upon returning, he decided to offer his own
formulation on Islamic thought reform. In 1969 he wrote a booklet entitled Nilai-Nilai
Dasar Perjuangan (The Principles for Struggle) that became the guiding manual for
ideological orientation of HMI members. This was his starting point. His Islamic
thought reform movement did not attract much public attention—in fact, that was not
what he wanted—until he delivered a speech in the beginning of 1970 entitled
“Keharusan Pembaharuan Pemikiran Islam dan Masalah Integrasi Ummat” (The
Necessity of Islamic Thought Reform and the Problem of Muslim Unity). The speech
was given for a limited number of Muslim student activists in a supposedly closed
meeting, but it turned into large gathering and soon sparked heated debate in the
Muslim community.164
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In his speech, Madjid argued that Islamic thought and teaching in Indonesia
had been stagnant and lost its “psychological striking force” so that Muslims were
powerless and marginalized. The options, therefore, were either to keep the much
desired unity of Muslim community at the expense of frozen and impotent Islamic
thought with no power for the life of Muslims, or to pursue the much needed reform
at the expense of Muslim unity. To solve the problem of the political dead end faced
by Masyumi and to get rid of the “obsolete fossilized Islamic thought and ideas” that
had completely lost their dynamism, he further pressed his proposal, known as “Islam
yes, Islamic party no!” He urged a reform of Islamic thought so that Muslims could
revive the vitality of their religion and play an important role in modern society.165
Rather than wasting time on ideological bickering and political intrigue, Muslims
needed to pursue intellectual renewal that would make them well prepared to compete
with more modernized groups like the Chinese, Christians, and Western-oriented
technocrats. Otherwise, Muslims would be marginalized even farther in the rapidly
changing society.166 Politics is always about power, and it tends to corrupt. If the
energy of all Muslims was wasted only for politics, they would lose and suffer even
more. Muslims should rather work on how to create as many Islamic values in society
as possible. Rather than an Islamic state, Muslims should struggle for the creation of
Islamic society. They should advocate intellectual freedom, keep an open mind, and
promote secularization, liberalization, and de-sacralization of their stagnant tradition
and outdated interpretation of Islamic teaching.
Madjid’s main point was how to reconcile Islamic teaching, modernity, and
Indonesian reality—with all the complicated problems among the three related to
165
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theological, political as well as social and cultural issues—in a constructive way. This
has become central in his intellectual career since then. As pointed out by Ann Kull,
throughout the entirety of his career Nurcholish’s overall aim has been the same: the
achievement of a good, harmonious society based on Islamic principles and values,
and attained through the development of a teleological theology. What has differed
over time, however, is the identification of the goal and the means of reaching it: at
first Nurcholish’s interpretation of Islam aimed at modernizing the Indonesian society
with the aid of Islam; in his second phase, the goal was to modernize Islam; and in his
third phase he considered it necessary to Islamisize modernity, and not least to
provide a spiritual aspect to modernity in the current development of Indonesian
167
society.

Especially after Madjid’s speech was published by Indonesia Raya daily, a
newspaper that belonged to PSI (Partai Sosialis Indonesia, Indonesian Socialist
Party) and a staunch advocate for modernization and westernization, controversy
exploded in various forms: opinion and editorial comments in newspapers, religious
gatherings and Friday sermons, as well as book publications.168 Some of the loudest
criticism, as might be expected, was from the older generation of ex-Masyumi leaders.
M. Natsir and his DDII circle viewed as an “apostate and traitor to the cause of an
Islamic state.”169 In a time when Muslims just failed to revive their Islamic political
party and the Jakarta charter as mentioned earlier, Madjid’s idea of “Islam yes,
political party no” was perceived as betrayal of fellow Muslims and a sell-out to the
authoritarian regime. However, his most contested and misconstrued idea was
“secularization.” M. Rasjidi wrote a book to counter his ideas, entitled Koreksi
terhadap Drs. Nurcholish Madjid tentang Sekularisasi (Correction for Drs.
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Nurcholish Madjid on Secularization).170 By using the 1970 speech as the turning
point from “Nurcholish before Nurcholish,” Malaysian scholar M. Kamal Hassan
labeled Madjid as a “secular modernist” who subdued himself to the ruler.171
Apparently, his opponents misunderstood the concept of “secularization” as the
application of secularism, despite the fact that Madjid had already said exactly the
opposite in his speech:
Secularization is not meant as the application of secularism, since secularism is the
name for an ideology, a new closed world view which function very much like a new
religion. In this case what is meant [by secularization] is all kinds of liberating
development. This liberating development is required since Muslims, due to their
course of history, are not anymore capable of identifying the supposedly Islamic
values, which one is transcendental and which one is temporal… So, secularization is
not meant as the application of secularism to change Muslim into secularist. On the
contrary, what is meant is to perceive the profane values as profane, and to liberate
Muslims from the tendency to consider them as sacred.172

After the controversy, Madjid tried to offer a clarification, including an
elaboration published in Arena bulletin. It did not work as expected, and even caused
further suspicion about his Islamic thought in general. As a result, Madjid wrote: “I
became a big question mark in the Muslim community which became very suspicious
of me and my friends. There was a rumor that I was part of a syndicate against
Muslims organized by the Indonesian Socialist Party.”173 When invited to give a
speech in 1972 at the prestigious Taman Ismail Marzuki (TIM) Cultural Center in
Jakarta, Madjid again tried to elaborate his ideas by avoiding such contested words as
“secularization” and “liberalization.” The 1972 speech did not help much among
those who were against his ideas, but it became a monumental event for his Islamic
170

See M. Rasjidi, Koreksi terhadap Drs. Nurcholish Madjid tentang Sekularisasi (Jakarta: Bulan
Bintang, 1972). Another book written to counter Madjid’s idea was Endang Saifuddin Anshary, Kritik
atas Faham dan Gerakan Pembaruan Drs. Nurcholish Madjid (Bandung: Bulan Sabit, 1973).
171
Muhammad Kamal Hassan, Muslim Intellectual Responses to “New Order” Modernization in
Indonesia (Kuala Lumpur: Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, Kementrian Pelajaran Malaysia, 1960), p. 118.
172
Madjid, Islam, Kemodernan dan Keindonesiaan, p. 207.
173
Madjid, Demi Islam, Demi Indonesia, pp. 115-16.

70

thought reform movement.174 In any case, he never liked the controversy around it. In
retrospect, he even regretted it:
I wished that I had never committed such a tactical blunder as that manifest in my
speech on January 2, 1970. It was socially too expensive, and we suffered almost
irreparable damage to our reputation within the Muslim community. If I were able to
go back in time, I would follow my previous methods, i.e., penetration pacifique, the
“smuggling method” of introducing new ideas.175

Certainly, Nurcholish Madjid was neither the first nor the only important
figure of Islamic thought reform movement in Indonesia. Mukti Ali and his Limited
Group circle, as mentioned in the previous chapter, former minister of religion
Munawwir Sadzali, Harun Nasution and his colleagues at the State Islamic University
of Jakarta, Abdurrahman Wahid, and other progressive thinkers in NU circles, and
many others shared Madjid’s view. However, as noted by Barton, Madjid was highly
considered the main speaker of the Islamic thought reform movement, especially after
the controversy following his 1970 speech.176
In 1973 Madjid met Fazlur Rahman, a Pakistani American Muslim scholar
who visited Indonesia, through whom Madjid eventually got a scholarship to pursue
his Ph.D. program at the University of Chicago starting in 1978. Under the tutelage of
Rahman, Madjid wrote a dissertation entitled “Ibn Taimiyya on Kalam and Falsafa: A
Problem of Reason and Revelation in Islam.” Both Rahman and Ibn Taimiyya became
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sources of inspiration that shaped Madjid’s project of Islamic thought reform since
then. He finished his study in 1984 and returned to Indonesia the following year.
Madjid strongly believed in the power of ideas and the role of the middle class in
social change. Therefore, in 1986 he and his friends established Paramadina—which
developed into a high school and university in 1998—through which he diffused his
ideas to the wider public.
When Madjid returned from Chicago, a great transformation had taken place
in Indonesia. Since the 1980s the country had been experiencing rapid social change
as a result of the New Order’s project of modernization, already in place for a decade.
Following the economic boom, especially in urban areas, a new middle class was
emerging, including from among the Muslim community. A much larger number of
young Muslims started to enter university. At the same time, however, the New Order
authoritarian regime was in full strength. After launching Pancasila indoctrination in
1978 as already mentioned earlier, Suharto required that all social and political, even
religious organizations had to acknowledge Pancasila as their “sole foundation.”
Consistent with his idea of “Islam yes, political party no,” as well as his denunciation
of the Islamic state that angered political Islam groups, this time Madjid argued that
Pancasila is in fact the best “common denominator” for religiously plural Indonesia
and perfectly in accordance with Islamic teaching, even the most important
contribution of Muslims. Not surprisingly, Madjid’s opponents again called him a
Muslim intellectual legitimator who could only say “yes” before the New Order
regime.177
In contrast to this accusation, however, Hefner noted that Madjid and likeminded moderate Muslims were very influential in shifting the New Order attitude
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toward Islam. Once the regime no longer saw Islam as a visible political threat, for
whatever reasons, it started to accommodate Muslim interests. The regime sponsored
missionary programs by Muslims and non-Muslims, by sending out preachers to
remote areas and financing building houses of worship. Since the deeper Islamization
of the society worked in tandem with deeper social control by the New Order, Suharto
himself became closer to Islam. At least, the 1970s antagonism between the regime
and the Muslims declined considerably in the 1980s. Certainly, this is not the kind of
Islam-state relation imagined by M. Natsir and his DDII circle or the political Islam
group in general. If in the 1970s Suharto deliberately kept away from Islam, among
other things by avoiding the use of “Assalamu’alaykum” as a greeting in his public
speeches and never being seen performing the five daily prayers (salat), especially the
Friday prayer, he was reported to hire Muslim preachers to teach him about Islam in
the 1990s.178 The bureaucracy was increasingly “green,” meaning that more
Christians were replaced by Muslims and pro-Muslim leaders. As mentioned in the
previous chapter, the Association of Indonesian Intellectual Muslims (ICMI) was
established and led by Suharto’s protégé B. J. Habibie in 1990. Islamic banking and
media sprung up; Istiqlal art and cultural festivals were sponsored by the government.
Visibly Islam now moved from a marginal to a central position, economically,
socially, and politically. In this case, unlike Abdurrahman Wahid, who was very much
against the establishment of ICMI as a dangerous sectarian move,

Madjid

enthusiastically welcomed and played a major role behind it.
For Madjid the pendulum swing in favor of the Muslims after their bitter
marginalization was a positive sign toward democratization. Despite the fact that
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eventually ICMI resulted in a “bandwagon effect” among the overenthusiastic Muslim
group and was politicized by the New Order, Madjid believed that its existence was
still positive, especially to provide more freedom for Muslims. In his unpublished
autobiography, Madjid wrote:
Thanks to the establishment of ICMI, I believe that the room for freedom [for
Muslim] has been created. Thanks to ICMI, [Friday] sermons are free [of censorship
and surveillance], public discourse are so free. Imagine what happened ten years ago,
people would have been sent to jail if they said what they are free of saying today.
This is like a snowball, something that Suharto could not handle by himself, unless he
has a very powerful new legitimacy.179

For Madjid himself, as noted by Ann Kull, the 1990s were a very productive
period in his intellectual career. Besides publishing a number of seminal books,
Madjid held several fellowships abroad, including an Eisenhower Fellowship in
Philadelphia in 1990 and a visiting professorship at McGill University in Montreal in
1991-92.180 During the critical time of Suharto’s final days, Madjid was among the
nine national leaders summoned to give him advice. While the public demand to end
New Order power was increasingly violent across the country, during the meeting on
20 May 1998, Madjid was the first to tell Suharto that the president should resign
“now” for the sake of national unity. Suharto did resign the next day.181
During the Reformasi period in the wake of Suharto’s fall, Madjid actively
participated in public debate around the creation of a true democratic society. He was
well known for his ideas on “masyarakat madani” (Medina society), civil society
based on de-confessionalized Islamic values as shown by the people of Medina under
the Prophet Muhammad, a topic he had been promoting for many years. Both when
the New Order was in full strength and after its collapse, as noted by Robert Hefner,
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Madjid was among the consistent prominent “Muslim civil pluralists” who translated
Islamic values into building a public culture that makes democracy in Indonesia
possible. As part of his effort to create democratic culture, he even ran for president in
2004 as an independent candidate. However, he eventually withdrew before the
election started.
Madjid received a liver transplant in 2004, and his physical condition
deteriorated afterward. He passed away on 29 August 2005, leaving the country in
deep mourning. He received a state burial at the Kalibata Heroes Cemetery, attended
by huge crowds of people from different social and religious backgrounds. His special
place and enormous contribution to his country are irreplaceable.

Nurcholis Madjid and His Inclusive Theology
Madjid strongly believed in the power of ideas to change the world into a
better place. Therefore, throughout his life he was tirelessly engaged in dialogue, as
well as debate when necessary, on various topics of religion, both within the Muslim
community and with non-Muslims. His most important intellectual contributions on
inter-religious dialogue in Indonesia can be presented by reviewing his
reinterpretation on such Islamic concepts of religious pluralism, ahl al-kitab (people
of the book), religious freedom and tolerance, and his definition of Islam itself. His
overall project in this field is well known as (Islamic) inclusive theology.182 In this
section I discuss Madjid’s line of reasoning behind his reinterpretation of those
182
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concepts, debates around them, and the context where those ideas emerged and
developed in Indonesian public discourse.
Religious pluralism and tolerance. While recognizing that “religious
pluralism” and “tolerance” were modern conceptual categories, Madjid argued that
the attitudes imbued in these concepts were not necessarily new.183 By referring to the
Qur’an, for him, religious pluralism is a divine plan, as expressed in the following
verse:
To each among you have We prescribed a Law and an Open Way. If Allah had so
willed, He would have made you a single people, but (His plan is) to test you in what
He hath given you: so strive as in a race in all virtues. The goal of you all is to Allah;
it is He that will show you the truth of the matters in which ye dispute. (QS 5:48)

Madjid frequently quoted this and other Qur’anic verses to argue that religious
pluralism is sunnatullah, the unavoidable law of nature, a Divine Law.184 Beyond
sociological fact, this means that theologically God created human beings in diverse
religions not by accident, but “by design.” The implication is that every religion has
the right to exist and that religious people need to learn from one another. By quoting
QS 49:13, he emphasized that Muslims should move forward from plurality to
pluralism, a value system that positively and optimistically perceives plurality by
accepting it as such and acting the best they can based on that reality.185 Muslims
should move upward from merely accepting religious plurality as “social fact” to
“social virtue.”186 Instead of a cause for quarreling about religious differences, as
mentioned by QS 5:48 above, religious diversity is supposed to be a point of
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departure for competition to create various virtues, and God will explain everything
about those differences when they return to Him. Nobody is justified in claiming to be
the possessor of Absolute Truth. Religious people should leave this matter of “final
truth” to God alone.
Unlike inaccurate understanding among both those who accept and those who
reject his idea about this particular topic, for Madjid, religious pluralism should not be
immediately interpreted as recognition that all religions as practiced by the respective
adherents in their daily life are necessarily true. Obviously there are abundant
examples, including among Muslims, of belief and practice that are not in accordance
with the teaching of the Qur’an and thus wrong from the Islamic point of view.187
While Muslims should not easily pass judgment on other faiths, which is the
theological responsibility of each individual adherent, every religious individual and
community should enjoy the right and freedom to exercise their belief and practice.188
People are expected to accept diversity as such, by which they develop a shared
healthy attitude within the framework of religious pluralism. They are expected to
compete, not to overpower one another, but in the creation of a better society.189
Beyond recognition of the religiously plural nature of society, religious pluralism
should be accepted as a positive value and God’s mercy for human beings. When
properly managed, religious pluralism will improve society through positive cultural
exchanges.190 More than just an escape from religious fanaticism, pluralism should
also be appreciated as genuine engagement of diversities within the bonds of
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civility.191 Muslims in particular should reinterpret these basic concepts as embodied
in the Qur’an, the sunna (tradition of the Prophet) and Muslim early generations.192
Despite some antagonism and intolerant attitudes for various reasons, for
Madjid, Medina in the time of the Prophet, the covenant made by the second caliph
‘Umar ibn al Khattab in Jerusalem and Syria, and the general situation in Islamic
Spain are examples that beautifully demonstrate how religious pluralism, freedom of
religion and tolerance were nourished during the early period of Islamic history.193
Despite differences, Madjid argues that the principles of religious liberty during the
Islamic classical period are the same as those of the modern period. It is not an
exaggeration to say that the principle of religious freedom in modern time is actually a
further development consistent with that of the Islamic classical period. For example,
on many occasions Madjid demonstrated how the Pact of ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab, a
political covenant between the second caliph and the people of Aelia in Jerusalem,
was a reenactment of the Medina Charter in the time of Prophet that guaranteed
religious pluralism, freedom of religion, and tolerance—something that also resonates
with principles of our modern time. Below is a translation of the Pact of ‘Umar as
quoted by Madjid:
In the name of God, Most Gracious and Most Merciful.
This is the guarantee of security given by the servant of God, ‘Umar, King of the
Believers to the people of Aelia:
He guaranteed for them the safety and security of their lives and property, and of their
churches and crosses, both when they are sick and healthy, and of their religion at
large. Their churches shall not be occupied or be damaged; there shall be nothing
taken out from those churches and their environment, from the crosses, and not a
single thing from their property (within those churches). They shall not be forced to
191
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leave their religion, no one shall be bothered. In Aelia there shall be no Jew allowed
to live with them.
The people of Aelia are required to pay jizyah (poll tax) as has been required from
other (Syrian) cities. They shall keep the Romans and the Lashutins out of Aelia.
However if they (the Romans) are leaving (from Aelia), their lives and property will
be guaranteed until they reach their safe territory (Rome). If anyone of them will stay,
his safety will be guaranteed as well. He shall pay the jizyah as required from the
Aelian. If there are some people from among the Aelians who prefer to join the
Romans and leave their churches and crosses, their safety and security also shall be
guaranteed until they reach their own territory (Rome). And whoever already lived
there (the city of Aelia) from among the locals (Syrian) before the war (Syrian
liberation war by the Muslims), they may remain live there as their wish and they
shall pay jizyah as required to the Aelians. Or, as they wish, they may join the
Romans or return to their families. There shall be nothing taken out from them until
they harvest their crops.
For what included in this pact, there is the promise of God, protection from His
Messenger, protection from the caliphs and all the believers, provided they (the
Aelians) pay the jizyah as their obligation.
Witnesses: Khalid ibn al-Walid, Amr ibn al-‘Ash, ‘Abdurrahman ibn ‘Awf and
Mu’awiyah ibn Abi Sufyan. Written and witnessed in the fifth year (of Islamic
calendar).194

For Madjid, the spirit of the Pact of ‘Umar is the same spirit as that of the
Medina Charter, the first political document much recognized by many modern
scholars. Consistent with his ideas on modernization and the compatibility between
Islam and modernity he promoted from the late 1960s, Madjid’s point here is that
Muslims should not hesitate to embrace modernity, especially when they share
fundamental principles, such as religious pluralism, freedom of religion, and
tolerance. Madjid frequently referred to Max I. Dimont, a Jewish historian focusing
on Jewish life in Islamic Spain, as well as other Western scholars, to justify his
judgment on the tolerant culture of the classical period of Islam.195
As with the compatibility of Islam and modernity, Madjid frequently referred
to renowned sociologist of religion Robert N. Bellah to support his argument. Here is
Madjid’s favorite quote from Bellah:
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There is no question that under Muhammad, Arabian society made a remarkable leap
forward in social complexity and political capacity. When the structure that took
shape under the prophet was extended by the early caliphs to provide the organizing
principle for a world empire, the result is something that for its time and place is
remarkably modern. It is modern in the high degree of commitment, involvement, and
participation expected from the rank-and-file members of the community. It is
modern in the openness of its leadership positions to ability judged on universalistic
grounds and symbolized in the attempt to institutionalize a nonhereditary top
leadership. Even in the earliest times certain restraints operated to keep the
community from wholly exemplifying these principles, but it did so closely enough to
provide a better model for modern national community building than might be
imagined. The effort of modern Muslims to depict the early community as a very type
of equalitarian participant nationalism is by no means an unhistorical ideological
fabrication.196

Madjid’s other frequent quote from Bellah is the

argument that Islam

provided an open system that was modern in character, even too modern for its time
and place, and finally failed due to the unavailability of the supporting social
infrastructure.197 For Madjid, Muslims should uphold such principles as religious
pluralism, freedom of religion, and tolerance not only because they are required by
modernity, but because they are all Islamic as shown in the Qur’an and Muslim
history. In other words, those principles are fully Islamic and modern at the same
time. Why did Muslims tend to adopt religious tolerance, freedom of religion, and
pluralism in the past? Seeing the contrast in the life of Muslim today, Madjid wrote:
In examining the values that underlay the structures and processes of the development
of ancient Islamic civilizations, it seems that one of the most decisive factors is belief
in humanity. Supported by reasonable self-confidence because of political and
military superiority, positive and optimistic views of humanity should have
underpinned the genuine tolerance and pluralism of early Muslims.… It is therefore
ironic that when tolerance and pluralism are among the values most needed in
globalized human interactions, the tolerance and pluralism of classical Islam has
almost disappeared.198
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It is also important to situate Madjid’s reinterpretation of religious pluralism,
freedom of religion, and tolerance in his context. Especially under the New Order, as
discussed in Chapter 2 above, freedom of religion, religious pluralism, and tolerance
were treated more as political jargon than as real practice. Problems of inter-religious
relations that led to the failed 1967 Consultative Meeting were never properly
addressed except through repression and strict social control by the regime, while
dialogue initiatives carried out by the Department of Religion were more ceremonial
and cosmetic in nature. In the meantime, the New Order’s policy of SARA that
prohibited people from meaningful encounters and exchanges in public in fact became
fertile soil for the growth of mutual suspicion. Inter-religious polemics and conflicts
since 1967 were repressed in the name of political stability without alternative
solutions. Although they looked harmonious on the surface level, as observed by
Jacques Bertrand, inter-religious relations during the 1970s and 1980s were in fact
extremely fragile and increasingly dangerous over time. Through ideological
indoctrination, Pancasila was exploited by the New Order regime as an empty slogan.
In this case, while influencing both the regime and the society, Madjid was trying to
offer the true meaning of the above concepts. He also emphasized that religious
pluralism and tolerance are not unique characteristics of Indonesian society—
something frequently claimed by the New Order regime in somewhat “Indonesian
exceptionalism.” More important, Madjid argued with an optimistic spirit that if
religious pluralism, freedom of religion, and tolerance are truly understood and
practiced, Indonesia certainly will have exceptional position:
Being the largest among Muslim nations, Indonesia could offer itself as a laboratory
for developing modern religious tolerance and pluralism. With approximately 90
percent of a population of about 180 million people being Muslims, Indonesia
provides a good opportunity to experiment with the bringing of Islam into a positive
81
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and constructive dialogue with the demand of this age.

Madjid’s argument was also presented to counter W. B. Sidjabat, a Christian
scholar who argued that Islam, perceived as an essentially exclusivist worldview, is
incompatible with Pancasila and religious pluralism. Haunted by the perceived threat
of an Islamic state, Sidjabat wrote:
Above all, Islamic view on the theory of religion-state inseparability has become the
source of the incompatibility. Therefore, the real problem basically rests upon the
exclusivist claim [of Islam] and religious plurality. Since any experiment to
implement only a particular religious constitution within the state, although “freedom
of religion” is mentioned, implies intolerant element against non-adherents of that
particular religion who thus don’t claim that their religious law should be
implemented through the state. The civic implication of the codification of religious
law always includes intolerable elements against those who are non-members of the
state religion.200

For Madjid, Sidjabat based his arguments on prejudice and misconception
about Islam. Identifying Islam as intolerant by referring to the inseparability of Islam
and politics was biased and completely missed the point, as if Muslims should follow
the “Christian path” of religion-state separation. Throughout Islamic history there has
been no such religion-state union like the sacred Roman Empire, and therefore there is
no need of religion-state separation as practiced in the Western world. Islam is neither
theocracy nor secularism.201 Islam is fully compatible with the principles of Pancasila,
especially the first pillar, a “de-confessionalized concept” that is acceptable to all.
Madjid’s ideas on religious pluralism, freedom of religion, and tolerance were
well accepted especially by certain middle-class Muslims, certain non-Muslim
groups, and the government. For some people, however, Madjid was not seen just as a
Muslim intellectual “legitimator” of the New Order. His understanding of religious
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pluralism was viewed as misleading and theologically dangerous since it might lead to
religious parallelism, that is, that all religions are equally true. In this case, Madjid’s
definition of “Islam” and ahl al-kitab became the target of severe criticism, even
furious public debate by conservative Muslim groups.
Islam and the People of the Book. His reinterpretation of these two key
concepts became polemics after he delivered another controversial speech entitled
“Some Reflections on Religious Life for the Future Generation” in late 1992, about
two years after the establishment of ICMI. It is worth noting that the establishment of
ICMI in 1990 signified not just the opening of more freedom for Muslims with regard
to the increasing bargaining power of the Muslim middle class and the declining
support for Suharto among the military that led him to look at Muslims as a potential
new ally. The increasing power of Muslims in the 1990s was also accompanied by the
visible emergence of stronger religious revivalism, even fundamentalism. This
worried moderate-minded Muslim thinkers like Madjid. It was in this situation that
Madjid gave his speech again at Taman Ismail Marzuki (TIM) Cultural Center in
Jakarta, where he had given the previous controversial speech in 1972. After
reevaluating the general development in the Indonesian Muslim community that more
or less moved toward what was expected by his Islamic thought reform movement
starting twenty years before, Madjid critically discussed the global picture of religious
current affairs. He analyzed in detail the challenge of religion amid the dramatic fall
of communism and the powerful emergence of fundamentalism. He highlighted the
danger of religious fundamentalism that promoted mutual hatred and intolerance
based on one-sided exclusive truth claims. In the terms of German social psychologist
Erich Fromm, for Madjid fundamentalism will only lead people to self-alienation in
the crisis world. Instead of overcoming reality, religious fundamentalism will lead
83

only to escapism. As a remedy, Madjid offered his idea of “religious inclusivism.”
Although provided with numerous references to the Qur’an and Islamic sources, as
well as modern and classical academic works by western and Muslim scholars, his
speech was not specifically about Islam. Instead, he spoke about the vital role religion
should play in modern life. He argued that religion will continue to have liberating
power and play an important role in modern life if it is practiced in an inclusive spirit,
as opposed to the exclusive narrow-minded spirit of the fundamentalists.202 His
reinterpretation of “Islam” and the “People of the Book” was part of this general
topic.
In fact he had already elaborated on these two specific concepts elsewhere in
greater detail, but public attention turned to him especially only after the speech. For
Madjid Islam is a universal religion.203 How is it consistent with his concept of
religious pluralism, then? Madjid argued that Universal Truth is singular, despite its
possible plural manifestations. Therefore, all religions of prophets and messengers
who have been sent down to the nations are similar. The essence of their message is
the belief in the Oneness of God (tawhid) and opposition toward tyrannical powers.
Tawhid is the common platform of all religions, or kalimatin sawa in the Qur’anic
term as mentioned in QS 3:64.204
The logical consequence of the principle of tawhid or the oneness of God is
the spiritual attitude to totally submit oneself only to God without possibility to do the
same to other than God. This is exactly the meaning of al-islam and the essence of all
202
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true religions. In elaborating al-islam as the essence of all true religions, Madjid
referred to Ibn Taymiyya, who wrote:
The Arabic word of “al-islam” includes the notion of “al-istislam” (submissive
attitude) and “al-inqiyad” (obedience), as well as the meaning of the word “al-ikhlas”
(sincere, pure)… Therefore, it is inevitable that in Islam there should be a submissive
attitude to God the only one and abandoning the same submissive attitude towards
other than God. This is the essence of our expression of “La ilaha illa Allah.” Thus if
someone submits him/herself towards God but (at the same time) also towards other
than God, s/he is mushrik (polytheist).205

In that regard, Madjid concluded that religious people, including the Jews
mentioned in QS 5:44, the Christians, and many others who follow their religion in
accordance with the spiritual attitude to totally submit to God can be called
“Muslims.” That is also why Ibrahim, the father of monotheism and “first patriarch,”
was mentioned in the Qur’an as a person who was not associated with organized
religion, but a sincere seeker of truth (hanif) and a Muslim, someone who totally
submitted himself to the Truth, God.206 The Qur’an also mentioned that Noah (Nuh)
and other prophets, even Jacob, were “Muslims.”207 Al-Islam in its generic meaning,
Madjid emphasized, is the essence of all religions of prophets and messengers. It is in
this sense that embracing religion other than al-islam, or practicing religion without a
total submissive attitude toward God, is impure and thus rejected, as mentioned in the
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Qur’an.208 However, even for those who formally embrace what is sociologically
known as the religion of Islam, their faith will be rejected if they do not totally submit
to God. According to Madjid, this is the meaning of QS 3:19 “Indeed the religion
before God is al-Islam.”209 Madjid is in agreement with Muhammad Assad’s English
translation of the verse, as follows:
Behold, the only (true) religion in the sight of God is (man’s) self-surrender unto him;
and those who were vouchsafed revelation afore time took, out of mutual jealousy, to
divergent views (on this point) only after knowledge (thereof) had come unto them.
But as for him who denies the truth of God’s messages behold, God is swift in
reckoning.210

Since there is parallelism, even identification between the spiritual attitude of
not worshipping other than God the only One and al-islam in its generic meaning as
explained by Ibn Taymiyya (before Islam become a proper name of the Prophet
Muhammad), according to Madjid, the common platform among all religions is
nothing but al-islam. That is, totally submit only to God, with a capital G, while
rejecting other gods with lower case g. This is what Madjid meant by Islam as
Universal Religion, Islam with a capital I, besides the historical, sociological, and
theological “Islam” as the proper name of the teaching brought by Prophet
Muhammad, as “Islam par excellence.” By quoting Ismail Faruqi, Madjid also
suggested the reason why the pre-Islamic Arab belief in “Allah,” perceived to have
children and associates, was rejected since it was incompatible with “al-islam” as the
“common platform” of all true religions described in the Qur’an.211 This also means
208

QS 3: 85 “If anyone desires a religion other than Islam (submission to Allah), never will it be
accepted of him; and in the Hereafter He will be in the ranks of those who have lost (All spiritual
good).”
209
Madjid, Islam, Doktrin dan Peradaban, p. 182.
210
Muhammad Asad, The Message of the Qur’an (London: E.J. Brill, 1980), p. 69.
211
Ismail R. Faruqi wrote: “South Arabian (Ma’in, Saba’ and Qataban) as well as North Arabian (Lihyan,
Thamud, and Safa) inscriptions give evidence that a supreme deity calld al Ilah or Allah was
worshipped from time immortal. This deity watered the earth, made the crops grow, the cattle
multiply, and the springs and wells yield their life-giving waters. In Makkah as well as throughout
Peninsular Arabia, “Allah” was acknowledged as “the creator of all,” “the Lord of the world,” the

86

that despite the fact that Islam has become a name for a specific historical religion
brought by Prophet Muhammad, it does not exclude other believers who practice their
faith in the spirit of “total submission to the Only God.”212 As noted by Karel
Steenbrink, by a selective reading and leaving aside Ibn Taymiyya’s many attacks on
Christianity and his accusation of the Christian corruption of the Bible, Madjid
developed the concept of “universal religion” (al-din al-jami’), to be understood as
“inclusive religion” based on Ibn Taymiyya’s ideas.213 Such an inclusive view, also
manifested in the classical period of Islamic history, according to Madjid, is
especially relevant in the era of “global village” today when interconnectedness is
much more intensive than ever. This is the reason why the Prophet said that the best
religion before God is “al-hanifiyya al-samha,” the spirit of seeking truth that is
inclusive, tolerant, open-minded, without fanaticism, and liberating for the soul, a
spirit that is clearly in opposition to religious fundamentalism.214
With such an inclusive definition of Islam, it is easy to understand why in the
Qur’an God offers salvation not only to Muslims as the followers of Muhammad, but
also to Jews, Christians, Sabians, and by extension, according to some scholars, also
to all people in the category “people of the book.” The Qur’an says:
Verily, those who believe (in the Qur'an), and those who follow the Jewish
(scriptures), and the Christians and the Sabians—any who believe in Allah and the
Last Day, and work righteousness, shall have their reward with their Lord; on them
shall be no fear, nor shall they grieve. (QS 2:62)
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Those who believe (in the Qur'an), those who follow the Jewish (scriptures), and the
Sabians and the Christians, any who believe in Allah and the Last Day, and work
righteousness, on them shall be no fear, nor shall they grieve. (QS 5:69)

According to Madjid, these verses guarantee that, just like Muslims, the Jews,
Christians, and Sabi’ans, so long as they believe in God and afterlife and they do good
deeds accordingly, all of them will be saved.215 For him, the Qur’anic concept of the
“People of the Book” clearly demonstrates the principles of religious pluralism,
religious tolerance, inclusive faith, and fairness that have characterized Islamic
history, especially in its classical period. By following other Muslim scholars, Madjid
argues further that the “People of the Book” do not include only Jews and Christians,
with all the sects and groups in the two religions, as well as the Sabi’ans as
specifically mentioned in the Qur’an. Following Ibn Taymiyya, who referred to a
hadith, Madjid also believes that Zoroastrians are People of the Book.216 From the
time of the Prophet, Muslims were told to treat the Zoroastrians as People of the
Book, and that was the policy of the second caliph, ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab. When
Muhammad al-Qasim conquered the Indus Valley in 711 and learned that the Hindus
have scripture, he also treated them as People of the Book.217 While recognizing the
disagreement of opinions among the earlier Muslim scholars as to whether people of
215
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non-Abrahamic religions can be included, by emphasizing the spirit of “inclusive
religion” as well as by referring to Rashid Rida, the Egyption Muslim reformer, and
Abdulhamid Hakim, an Indonesian Muslim scholar in the 1920s, Madjid argued that
the concept of the People of the Book also includes followers of all religions that have
scripture.218 This means that the Hindus, Buddhists, and Confucians are also People of
the Book. He quoted Rashid Rida as to why the Hindus, Buddhists, and others were
not specifically mentioned in the main Islamic sources but could be included as
People of the Book:
It was clear that the Qur’an mentioned the followers of previous religions, the Sabi’an
and the Zoroastrians, and did not cite the Hindus, the Buddhists, and the Confucius,
because the Sabi’ins and the Zoroastrians were known by the Arab to whom the
Qur’an was initially revealed, and because the Sabi’ins and the Zoroastrians were
living close to the Arabs in Iraq and Bahrain. Besides, the Arabs had not traveled to
India, Japan and China, which would have enabled them to meet the followers of
different religions. And the aim of the Qur’an was accomplished by mentioning
religions that were known (to the Arabs), so that it would not give unfamiliar
219
information by citing people unknown to the Arabs.

In the meantime, the concept of People of the Book also became a central
point since it was related to the issue of inter-religious marriage and Christianization,
a much contested topic in Indonesia especially since the early 1970s. As discussed by
Mujiburrahman and others, not long after Madjid’s first controversial speech, there
was a heated debate between the Muslims and Christians on the 1973 Marriage
Bill.220 Among the most controversial part of the bill was article 11 section 2, which
said that “difference in nationality, ethnicity, place of origin, religion, beliefs, and
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heredity are not hindrances to marriage.” Muslims perceived the bill as
encouragement

for

intermarriage,

allegedly

an

undercover

strategy

of

Christianization. Some Muslim leaders charged that the Catholics, especially through
Suharto’s think tank group at Catholic and Chinese-backed CSIS (Center for Strategic
and International Studies) was behind the bill. M. Rasjidi and Hamka wrote sharp
comments about the Christian conspiracy behind the bill. The Christians charged the
Muslims that rejection of the bill was primarily motivated by “Islamic state” agenda.
Due to escalating Muslim public outrage, including occupation of the Parliament
building by Muslim protesters that forced suspension of a session while Minister of
Religion Mukti Ali was speaking to the Parliament, the government dropped the
article before the bill was finally ratified in 1974. Since then inter-religious marriage
was left without regulation and even made almost impossible in later in the period.
Polemic about the definition of ahl al-kitab and inter-religious marriage was closely
related to this debate.
Since it was clearly mentioned in the Qur’an that Muslim (men) can marry
(women) of the People of the Book, those who rejected inter-religious marriage
practice in Indonesia based their argument on the status of the partner. Whether the
partner can be categorized as a member of the People of the Book would determine
the validity of such a marriage. Muslims who were against inter-religious marriage
argued that People of the Book is a category for specific religious people mentioned
in the Qur’an and hadith, namely Jews, Christians, Sabi’ans, and Zoroastrians.
However, the category is no longer valid today: since those people no longer follow
the true teaching of their religion, their scriptures have been corrupted.
For some Muslims, Madjid’s reinterpretation of these particular concepts of
religious pluralism, tolerance, the meaning of Islam, and ahl al-kitab was perceived as
90

a betrayal of Islam. As mentioned earlier, these ideas became very controversial after
his speech to celebrate the twentieth year of Islamic thought reform movement in
Indonesia. Due to his inspiring role for many people and his consistent efforts in
reinterpreting Islam, especially in the contemporary Indonesian context, by the 1990s
Madjid had earned the position as “locomotive” and most important speaker of the
Islamic thought reform movement. Many other like-minded Muslim thinkers were on
board and their ideas were welcomed by the wider public, both Muslims and nonMuslims.
At the same time, since the 1970s some conservative Muslim groups,
especially ex-Masyumi leaders of the DDII, have been consistently attacking Madjid
and his followers as traitors to Muslims. After the 1992 controversial speech, through
Media Dakwah, the DDII magazine, they voiced severe criticism against Madjid. This
time, younger people who were not associated with Masyumi, including Daud Rasyid,
a graduate of Cairo University in Islamic studies, and Ridwan Saidi, a former HMI
activist in the 1970s, also joined the group opposing Madjid. On 13 December 1992,
almost two months after the speech, Media Dakwah organized a discussion at the
same place, TIM. Over 5,000 people, most of them university students, attended the
event, which became more like a public trial. Madjid was asked to speak first, with
less than ten minutes to summarize his ideas. Daud Rasyid and Ridwan Saidi spoke
after him with plenty of time, attacking almost all his ideas.221
First, Rasyid (not to be confused with M. Rasjidi, the former minister of
religion who had consistently criticized Madjid since 1968, especially on the idea of
secularization, liberalization, and desacralization) identified Islamic thought reform
221

The event was audio-taped and copies were spread quickly to a wider public. Some attendants
noisily shouted “Allahu Akbar!” (God is the Greatest) and applauded while both Daud Rasyid and
Ridwan Saidi was verbally attacking Madjid.

91

movement in Indonesia as the development of Western-sponsored neo-Mu’taziliism,
introduced by Harun Nasution and the “McGill syndicate” at IAIN Jakarta.222 It was
another form of orientalism, a postcolonial conspiracy between Zionism and the
Christian mission to domesticate and paralyze Islam from within. Ridwan Saidi
criticized Madjid’s idea of religious pluralism and inclusivism as identical to or at
least related to the doctrine of theosophy of Annie Besant, leader of the NITV
(Nederlandsch Indische Theosofische Vereniging, East Indies Theosophy Forum),
who also considered the major prophets of religions as one continuing line of
revelation. With regard to Besant’s Jewish connection, Madjid was then also accused
as an agent of a Jewish conspiracy in Indonesia. Despite the fact that the Jewish
community was almost absent at the time, Media Dakwah wrote that there was
nothing new in Madjid’s thought since “it has long been developed by the Jews in
Indonesia.”223 For his opponents, the deviant interpretation offered by Madjid and his
inclusive groups was not only confusing to other Muslims but also a direct threat
against Islamic faith. In their view, not only did Madjid and his followers never pay
any attention to the issue of Christianization, Madjid worked for the Jews and
Christians to destroy the Muslim umma from within.
Daud Rasyid strongly opposed Madjid’s differentiation between the preIslamic Allah of the Arabs and the Islamic Allah, misunderstanding the quote from alFaruqi as if Allah worshipped by Muslims used to have children and helpers.
Madjid’s quote of Bellah on the relationship between modernity and early Muslim
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community was also misunderstood, as if Madjid claimed that the Prophet had failed
in his mission.224 Without verifying the accuracy of Rasyid’s interpretation about
what Madjid had to say, many conservative Muslims were very insulted and furious at
him. In several cities, threats were even made against his life.225 Media Dakwah
focused its December 1992 edition almost entirely on the polemic and positioned
Madjid as mastermind of the crisis in the Muslim community. Any Western
connection personally related to Madjid and his group in general was suspected as
part of the conspiracy. As reported in Media Dakwah of August 1993, William
Liddle, an Indonesianist at Ohio State University who had written on Islam and
Indonesian politics, including the role of Madjid, was accused of being an evil
“orientalist” working to divide Muslims.226
In a large gathering at Assafi’iyah mosque in Jakarta on 1 February 1993,
some people demanded that Madjid

be brought to justice. Members of KISDI

(Komite Indonesia untuk Solidaritas Dunia Islam, the Indonesian Committee for
Solidarity with the Muslim World), a DDII-affiliated organization founded in 1987,
again called Madjid a “secular apostate.”227 Fatimah Husein noted that a publisher
belonging to Ridwan Saidi launched a book during that time specifically attacking the
Islamic thought reform movement.228 By this time, the New Order regime was
withdrawing the political openness climate of the early 1990s, while moving closer to
224
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conservative Muslim groups. This was also the period when massive inter-ethnoreligious conflicts spread quickly across the country.229
Rasyid also rejected Madjid’s inclusion of Hindus, Buddhists, and adherents
of Chinese and Japanese religions as ahl al-kitab. He claimed that Rashid Rida never
made such an interpretation in the Tafsir al-Manar as quoted by Madjid.230 He
suggested further that Rashid Rida even said there were different opinions among
Muslim scholars whether the Zoroastrians had a scripture and thus could be
categorized as ahl al-kitab. He argued further that even the Jews and the Christians
were viewed as mushrik (polytheist) by some ulama.231 In this case, Adian Husaini of
KISDI agreed with Daud Rasyid and rejected Madjid’s argument on the current status
of the scriptures that came before Islam. By quoting the same authority, Ibn
Taymiyya, who wrote “ahl al-kitab had committed the act of shirk,” Adian Husaini
claimed that ahl al-kitab in fact was mushrik.232 This is different from M. Natsir’s
position, who argued that ahl al-kitab indeed have a special status in Islam but they
deny the the truth of Islam and never stop trying to convert Muslims to follow their
religion.233
Husaini also rejected Madjid’s ideas about religious pluralism. For Husaini,
religious pluralism is a new type of destructive ideology and thus haram (prohibited)
229
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in Islam.234 There are many religions as different ways to reach God’s salvation, but
they are not the same. If all religions are the same, why would God send down Islam
as another religion through Prophet Muhammad? He argued further that it would be
impossible in Islam to say that all religions are true or equally valid to God. Different
religions refer to different Gods, and the Islamic God is not the Christian Trinitarian
God. He referred to M. Rasjidi’s discussion on the arguments and counter-arguments
for the idea of equality of all religions.235 The Qur’an clearly says that any religion
other than Islam is rejected. In this case, Madjid’s “too literal” definition of Islam, that
is, total submission to the Truth, is completely misleading, since the Prophet
Muhammad repeatedly mentioned that Islam means the “five pillars,” and Muslims
are those who practice the five pillars (shahada, five daily prayers, charity, fasting
during Ramadan, and pilgrimage to Mecca).236
By referring to Hamka, Husaini also suggested that use of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights to justify freedom of religion for any religion is not
acceptable in Islam.237 In relation to Christianization in Indonesia, not only ahl alkitab are mushrik (polytheist) but, referring to Fi Dhilalil Qur’an by Sayyid Qutb,
Husaini argued that it is permissible for Muslims to fight back when their faith is
violated since an attack on faith, such as Christianization, is more dangerous than
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physical attack.238 Here Husaini justified the murder of Eric Constable, an Australian
Anglican priest, in 1974 in Jakarta by Hasyim Yahya, mentioned in Chapter 2.
According to Husaini, who met Yahya in 1997 in Mecca, the latter justified his act by
referring to QS 2:190-91, which enjoins Muslims to fight back the unbelievers who
fight against them.239 For Husaini, tolerance should be practiced only in social
relations. On the issue of faith, especially when Islamic faith is threatened or attacked,
there is no tolerance in Islam.240
While mostly in agreement with Madjid’s ideas on religious pluralism,
tolerance, and ahl al-kitab, Quraish Shihab, who got his Ph.D. in Qur’anic exegesis
from al Azhar University in Cairo and rector of the State Islamic University in
Jakarta, also disagreed with Madjid concerning the definition of Islam. For him, the
essential meaning of Islam is certainly submission or surrender to God. However,
people should not use a “too essentialist” perspective while forgetting history in
understanding the meaning of the word. Since the emergence of historical Islam as an
organized religion, the word Islam has received much more comprehensive meaning.
Islam is not only a belief system, but also a comprehensive set of guidance, shari’a.
Obviously, it would be a mistake to label Islam someone who does not pray five times
a day, who does not practice “the five pillars,” but still pretends to surrender to
God.241
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Certainly, amid the spirit of re-Islamization signified by the establishment of
ICMI in 1990 and the stronger emergence of religious revivalism, many other people
joined exclusivist Muslim groups. For example, as a response to the powerlessness of
the state after the collapse of the New Order, the Islamic Defender Front (Front
Pembela Islam, FPI) was established in Jakarta in 1998. Its leader, Rizieq Shihab (b.
1965), was a graduate of King Muhammad ibn Saud University, Saudi Arabia, in
Islamic Legal Theory. FPI began to attract public attention especially after it was
involved in religious vigilantism by attacking nightclubs, discotheques, bars, and
alleged places of “sins” around Jakarta, especially during Ramadan. FPI and its
branches across Indonesia are still actively closing down churches, even mosques
belonging to minority Islamic groups such as Ahmadiyah and Shi‘a, in the name of
amar ma’ruf nahy munkar (enjoining the good, forbidding the evil). Led by Ja’far
Umar Thalib (b. 1961), Laskar Jihad was another exclusivist group established in
2000 when Muslim-Christian war erupted in Ambon. Based on a “siege mentality”
perspective, their main agenda was to defend Muslims from their “enemies.”
Naturally, on many occasions they were very much against inclusive Islam as
promoted by Madjid.242
On the other hand, however, many people welcomed Madjid’s ideas and
developed them further. Dawam Rahardjo and his Jurnal ‘Ulumul Qur’an were very
productive in publishing top quality academic works on inclusive religious ideas, not
only by Indonesian Muslims, but also by non-Indonesian and non-Muslim
intellectuals. Since the 1970s Djohan Effendi with his friends at the Limited Group
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under the tutelage of Mukti Ali have been consistently promoting critical thinking on
Islam.243 Budhy Munawar-Rahman, Luthfi Assyaukani, and Abdul Moqsith Ghazali,
who teach at Paramadina, has further developed much of what Madjid did.244 Zainun
Kamal and Azumardi Azra teach at State Islamic University Jakarta.245 Ulil-Abshar
Abdalla and his friends founded Liberal Islam Network (JIL) in 2001 and attracted
many young intellectuals across the country.246 The Muhammadiyah Youth
Intellectual

Network

(JIMM)

was

established

by

young

intellectuals

of

Muhammadiya. In the NU circle, especially under the leadership of Abdurrahman
Wahid, many progressive individuals and groups enjoyed more freedom to express
themselves. Lakpesdam NU and the Institute for Social and Islamic Studies (LKiS)
founded in the early 1990s, were among the popular examples. Due to this
development, not surprisingly, polemic between inclusivist and exclusivist groups has
become more intense, sometime even leading to physical conflict and life threats by
the hardliners.
In 2006 there was again a series of polemics on religious pluralism, triggered
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by Syafii Maarif, a former chairman of Muhammadiyah and Madjid’s friend at the
University of Chicago, and exclusivists led by Adian Husaini on Hamka’s
interpretation of QS 2:62, 5:69, and 3:128. Maarif argued that in fact Hamka endorsed
religious pluralism. Hamka wrote in his Tafsir al-Azhar that the Jews, Christians, and
Sabi’ian will be saved as long as they believe in God and the hereafter and do good
deeds in accordance with their respective beliefs. Hamka, according to Ma’arif, did
not mention that QS 3:128 abrogated the promised salvation mentioned in QS 2:62
and 5:69 or said that people of the book who live after the coming of Islam are
excluded from the promised salvation.247 Adian Husaini and his followers rejected
Maarif’s interpretation of Hamka as a misleading campaign against Muslims. In
Husaini’s opinion, Hamka was not pluralist at all, since for him Jews and Christians
will be saved if they belief in God and the hereafter. However, that is not the whole
story. Belief in God and the hereafter means accepting the particular belief taught by
Prophet Muhammad, and thus they should become Muslim to be saved.248
In the meantime, some among non-Muslim groups, especially the Christians,
enthusiastically welcomed inclusive ideas by Madjid and like-minded Muslims.
Banawiratma, a Jesuit and the most prominent representative of Catholic contextual
theology in Indonesia, wrote an article for Tempo magazine entitled “Surrender
towards God.” Tempo is the most prestigious opinion-maker magazine in Indonesia
that has paid much attention to and openly supports the Islamic thought reform
movement by Madjid and others. Its 10 December 1992 edition was focused on interreligious tension in the country by highlighting church burning and attack in various
places across Java and Sumatra as well as appreciating inter-religious dialogue
247
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initiative

conducted

by

Interfidei

in

Yogyakarta.249

reinterpretation of those concepts has enabled

Certainly,

Madjid’s

Muslim engagement in positive

encounter and also dialogue already developed among non-Muslims. In welcoming
Madjid’s ideas, Banawiratma wrote:
Islam is here not directly considered as an institutionalized religion, but as the
psychological attitude of surrender to God, an attitude of surrender towards the Truth.
… So we have to see it as deinstitutionalizing religion. To a certain extent this can be
understood as important and it might put religion back to its proper place. This
approach, to use the terminology of Eric Fromm, may be considered as a humanistic
approach towards religion, as a correction towards authoritarian religion. The
authoritarian religion sacrifices human integrity, while the humanistic religion
emancipates man from his own boundaries and develops his humanity through
contemplative and mystical experience. When Islam is not immediately considered as a
certain form of religion, but as an attitude of surrender to God, surrender towards the
Truth, without the label of Islam, then we are confronted with the concept an
“anonymous Islam.”… While reading the ideas of Nurcholish Madjid, I was reminded
of the theological vision of the late Karl Rahner, a Catholic theologian. He introduced
the term of “anonymous Christian.” This issue has evoked many debated, especially
from those who did not understand his proposal in its proper meaning. … Basically,
Rahner’s purpose was to open the doors of the Christian church, in order to get some
fresh air into this church, in order to arrange an encounter between Christianity and the
truth, goodness and beauty that is found outside of the boundaries of Christianity. This
vision underlines that human salvation is not restricted by boundaries that are labeled
Christian.250

In line with Banawiratma, Frans Magnis-Suseno was also very happy with
Madjid’s definition of Islam in its generic meaning and hoped he would be one of
them.251 When Madjid died in 2004, his legacy of “inclusive theology” was widely
spread among its proponents and opponents, both Muslim and non-Muslim. Although
he did not provide a “how to” manual for dialogue, his legacy of “inclusive theology”
has profoundly transformed both the pattern and direction of intra- and inter-religious
dialogue. For Madjid, socially, both intra- and inter-religious dialogue are means to
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uphold justice and democracy.252 Theologically, inter-religious dialogue is a way for
sincere religious people to find the Truth. In Islam, human beings are essentially
good. Therefore, everyone has the equal potential to be true and thus should have the
same right to freely speak his/her mind and be heard. At the same time, everybody
also has the potential to make mistakes and thus should humbly be willing to also
listen to others in seeking the Truth.253
Apart from Madjid’s concepts, which have sparked public debate even today,
it is also worthwhile to make some critical comments about him. With all his great
contributions both within the Muslim community and for the development of interreligious dialogue, he does not always seem to be inclusive. Mujiburrahman pointed
out how in the Muslim-Christian polemic over the meaning of the first pillar of
Pancasila in the wake of the failed 1967 Consultative Meeting, on an occasion of Idul
Fitr, Majdid was quoted in his sermon as saying the following254:
Save the Ketuhanan yang Maha Esa (belief in the Only God) from being replaced
with Trinitarianism. Save the Pancasila from being falsified for a second time, [that
is], after few years ago the PKI tried to eradicate the role of Ketuhanan yang Maha
Esa; now the Christians, both Protestants and Catholics, native and foreigners with
the support of the foreign aid, are working hard to change the Ketuhanan yang Maha
Esa with the Trinity! Let us prove who actually the safeguards or is the savior of the
values formulated in the Pancasila, and who secretly or openly tries to undermine
it.255

That was in 1968, when Madjid was still close to the Masyumi circle as
“young Natsir.” However, Magnis-Suseno noted that several times Madjid also made
unbalanced comparisons between the brighter part of Islam and the darker side of
Christianity,

based

on

a

normative
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misunderstanding.256 Other scholars such as Karel Steenbrink and Jan Aritonang
found that on other more recent occasions, Madjid also seemed to take an apologetic
position.257 A particular case was the polemic with Magnis-Suseno through personal
correspondences in April and May 1995.258 Magnis-Suseno was very upset when in a
public discussion at the University of Indonesia on 5 April, Madjid quoted several
current books by western scholars scrutinizing the possible “normal family life” of
Jesus, the very sacred part of Christian faith.259 For Magnis-Suseno, what Madjid did
was scandalous and insulted the Christians. He called Madjid on the phone for
clarification and sent letters to the rector of the University of Indonesia and various
dignitaries, including the minister of education and minister of religion, to express his
profound disappointment. For Magnis-Suseno, a public discussion by a Muslim
scholar on the possibility that Jesus married (twice!), had four children, divorced, and
escaped to Rome was blasphemous; it was like “throwing the Christian faith into
dirt.”260 Madjid was perceived as going too far by applying extreme liberalism that
might disturb harmonious inter-religious relations in the country. Therefore,
everybody should prevent similar incidents from happening in the future.261
In his long and very detailed response, Madjid apologized and clarified that
his purpose of discussing the books was purely scientific, to answer a question from a
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participant.262 However, he disagreed with Magnis-Suseno that discussion on such a
topic in an academic setting was off limits. If such a discussion could not take place at
a university, then where else, he asked. In fact, the death status of Jesus is not central
in Islamic faith. However, Madjid was interested in exploring answers about the
mystery of Jesus’ death to better understand the Qur’an, especially QS 4:157.263
Then Madjid went further by pressing a personal inquiry about a “Catholic
conspiracy,” mentioned by authoritative Dutch scholar Karel Steenbrink, intentionally
trying to separate Javanese culture from Islam by regarding “Javanism as partner in
dialogue while Islam is not considered to be a proper or even a possible candidate.”264
This time, Madjid demanded clarification about the alleged “Catholic conspiracy,”
because otherwise some Muslims would believe that it would be impossible to have
real dialogue with the Catholics. Madjid also quoted Marshall Hodgson’s severe
criticism of Clifford Geertz’s misleading concept about the difference between the unIslamic Javanese culture and Islam in The Religion of Java.265 Nevertheless, Madjid
concluded his letter by emphasizing that inter-religious dialogue in Indonesia should
carry on and he would continue to participate in it, exactly because, for him, it is part
of Islamic teaching. In his response dated 9 May 1995, after a long discussion on the
262
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main topic of the letter, Magnis-Suseno argued that the alleged “Catholic conspiracy”
was completely unfounded. He speculated that probably Steenbrink referred to
“enculturation,” a cultural assimilation process that is not unique for Catholicism, but
occurs for Islam and other religions. Enculturation is possible between a particular
religion and culture, but not between religions. In this case, therefore, Islam is not a
dialogue partner for Catholicism and vice versa.266
Some people were also puzzled by Madjid’s reaction to the so-called Monitor
affair. On 15 October 1990, the Monitor tabloid published a poll result on “the most
admirable person” that soon became very controversial. President Suharto was on top
of the list, and Arswendo Atmowiloto, the editor of the tabloid, was number 10. The
most shocking information for many was that the Prophet Muhammad numbered 11,
after Atmowiloto. Since the tabloid belonged to Kompas-Gramedia, a Catholic media
mega-industry, and Atmowiloto was a Catholic convert, the poll was seen by many
Muslims as Catholic provocation. Public uproar exploded in the form of protests in
big cities, demonstrations on the streets, even a physical attack on the Monitor office.
Some people claimed that Atmowiloto deserved the death penalty for his blasphemy
against Prophet Muhammad. The government eventually banned the tabloid,
prosecuted Atmowiloto, and sent him to jail for five years.
Strangely enough for some on the same side as DDII and other conservative
Muslim groups, “Nurcholish Madjid criticized the tabloid and its non-Muslim editor
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… and argued that the Monitor should be permanently banned.”267 As noted by Ann
Kull, this time Madjid did not defend the principle of free speech that had been part of
his long-time central issue.268 In his autobiography, he justified his position by
arguing that Atmowiloto had never done anything sympathetic to Islam, and this act
catastrophically ruined the improving inter-religious relations that Madjid and others
had been working so hard to achieve. If Madjid had not made the statement, the public
would easily have put him on Atmowiloto’s side. Madjid recognized that the Monitor
affair was not about Muslim-Christian relations. However, Atmowiloto ruined the
openness, tolerance, and mutual understanding Madjid had been trying to build over
the previous two decades. Madjid saw Atmowiloto as someone who was “pulling the
cockpit from under my table” and de-legitimatizing Madjid’s long-term project. “I
really hate the Arswendo case, although not in a personal sense,” he wrote. In fact,
Madjid also wanted his previous polemic through personal correspondence with
Magnis-Suseno opened to the public. He wanted to show that not only Muslims felt
insulted on certain occasions. Apparently, the way Magnis-Suseno responded to his
public lecture by sending letters to many dignitaries was seen by Madjid as “character
assault” to destroy his public reputation.269
Another point worth mentioning here is inter-marriage. It is a common view
among Muslim scholars that marriage between a Muslim male and a female of ahl alkitab, especially a Christian or Jew, is halal (permissible). Zainun Kamal, a Madjid
follower, even argued that, since there is no explicit prohibition in the Qur’an, a
marriage between a female Muslim and a male of ahl al-kitab is also permissible. This
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is a valid ijtihad for our much more complicated modern reality.270 Madjid disagreed.
When his daughter, Nadia Madjid, wanted to marry David Bychkov, an American
Jew, in September 2001, Madjid required that Bychkov convert to Islam first.
Otherwise, Madjid wrote in a personal letter to Nadia on 13 August 2001, “Ninety
nine percent of Muslim scholars will argue that your marriage is unlawful; and it is a
great sin, one of the greatest sins in Islam after shirk, rebelling against parents, killing
other human beings, and harming the environment.”271 His generic definition of
“Islam” that might include the Jews did not apply in this case. Fatimah Husein noted
that among the reasons Madjid took for a stricter stance was his position as a
prominent Muslim leader whose actions might become reference points for the
public.272
Kull also noted that Madjid did not really pay attention to gender issues or
women’s rights, either because they were not an interesting topic for people of
Madjid’s generation or because they were too sensitive.273 In my opinion, Madjid’s
perspective at the time was also too Islamic-centric, so that he failed to recognize the
equal rights of “nonrecognized” and “nonscriptural” local religions. It is also
surprising that he did not make critical comments on the interpretation of the QS 2:62
and 5:69, especially on the belief in the afterlife as a condition for salvation for the
Jews, given that most Jewish sects do not pay much attention to the issue of afterlife.

Abdurrahman Wahid’s Life
Abdurrahman Addakhil Wahid was born in Denanyar, Jombang, East Java, on
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September 7, 1940, to an elite family of traditionalist Muslims.274 He was
affectionately known as “Gus Dur”; “Gus” is a cultural title given to a son of a
respected Javanese Muslim scholar (kiyai) who usually is also in charge of an Islamic
boarding school (pesantren), and Dur is the shortened version of Abdurrahman. His
father, Wahid Hasyim (1914-1953), was five times reelected minister of religion
during the Sukarno period, while his grandfathers on both sides, Hasyim Asy’ari
(1871-1947) and Bisri Syansuri (1886-1980), were cofounders of NU. Thanks to his
family’s social position, from childhood, Wahid enjoyed a rich encounter with so
many diverse people, ideas, and worldviews.275 Many guests of various classes and
backgrounds came regularly to Wahid’s father when his family lived in Jakarta,
especially around the time of Indonesian revolution in the late 1940s and early 1950s.
Many student leaders and young activists also came there regularly.
Being the oldest son, Wahid was also frequently taken by his father to various
forums and meetings. While he was accompanying his father to an NU meeting in
West Java in 1953, his father was killed in a tragic car accident on a rainy slippery
night. A bittersweet memory that never left Wahid was the fact that there was a large
crowd of people lining the streets to pay tribute while Wahid Hasyim’s body was
transported by car the next day from Bandung to Jakarta airport and from Surabaya
airport to Jombang, East Java. “What could one man do that the people would love
him so much? Is there any finer achievement in life than this?” were among the
questions that motivated his life later.276
Wahid finished elementary education in Jakarta in 1953. Being an orphan and
doing poorly in school after his father’s death, in 1954 he was sent by his mother to
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Junior Economic High School (SMEP) in Yogyakarta, the center of education in
Indonesia. There he stayed in the house of his father’s friend Junaidi, a member of the
Religious Advisory Board of Muhammadiyah.277 During these years, three times a
week he regularly went to the Pesantren Krapyak, just outside the city, for additional
Islamic studies under the tutelage of Ali Ma’shum. In 1957, he began formal full-time
Islamic studies at Pesantren Tegalrejo in Magelang, Central Java.
Wahid moved to Jombang in 1959 to become a full-time student at Pesantren
Tambakberas under Kiai Wahab Chasbullah,278 a close relative and another cofounder of NU, until 1963. According to Barton, it was during these years that his
formal studies in Islam and classical Arabic literature were consolidated. Moreover, it
was also during those years that his reading of Western ideas, especially in European
social thought and the great English, French, and Russian novels really took off.
Autodidactically, during his earlier teenage years, for instance, Wahid began to
grapple with Marx’s Das Kapital and Lenin’s Left-Wing Communism: An Infantile
Disorder, thanks to the encouragement of a teacher whose political affiliation was
PKI (Indonesian Communist Party).
Wahid went to Cairo in 1964 to pursue higher education under a scholarship
from the Department of Religion279 at Ma’had ‘aly li al-dirasat al-Islamiyya (Institute
for Higher Islamic Studies), al-Azhar University. Unfortunately, he found the
academic atmosphere there unchallenging. Al-Azhar University strongly emphasized
memorization, as during boarding school years in Indonesia, and he had already
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mastered most of the subjects taught in the class. Soon he felt bored and spent much
of his time at the library of the American University in Cairo, immersing himself in
books of his choice. He also experienced the cosmopolitan life of Cairo, with its
coffee houses where enlightening discussions on politics, cinema, and literature took
place. By this time he started to wonder about the problematic relationship between
religion and state. After trying several Muslim thinkers among Al Ikhwan alMuslimun, the Muslim Brotherhood, Wahid found them too narrow-minded, naïve,
and mistaken.280 For him, the lack of openness among such groups as the Muslim
Brotherhood to truth from sources other than what they defined as allowable was a
fundamental mistake.281
It is worth noting that the bloody 1965 tragedy in Indonesia also occurred
when Abdurrahman Wahid was working for the Indonesian Embassy in Cairo,
translating documents from Indonesian to Arabic and English. When the 1965 tragedy
happened, he was asked to prepare reports on fellow Indonesian students across the
Middle East to identify any potential communist network among them.282 Although a
thousand miles away, he was very shocked by the tragedy that took hundreds of
thousands of lives, particularly because Anshor, a sub-organization for Muslim youth
under NU, was involved in the massacre.283 The tragedy profoundly influenced the
ideas and perception on violence that he strongly articulated in his later years.
Wahid eventually abandoned his study in Cairo and went to Baghdad
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University with a scholarship to study Arabic literature. He was elected head of the
Association of Indonesian Students in the Middle East. He graduated in 1970, and in
1971 visited Germany, France, and the Netherlands to explore the possibility of
pursuing graduate studies. Unfortunately his Baghdad diploma was not recognized in
Europe and he couldn’t get a scholarship.284 He returned to Indonesia that year.
With his incredible knowledge in both Islamic studies and western learning, in
combination with his family background, Wahid soon joined the leading Indonesian
Muslim scholars. For both the general public and academia, thanks to his special
relationship to traditional pesantren, he played a central role in introducing pesantren
to national discourse and vice versa. He taught at his grandfather’s pesantren in
Jombang, East Java, in 1972-1974. In 1978 he moved to Jakarta and soon enjoyed a
special position as a prominent public intellectual and prolific writer. He was not only
active among Muslim intellectuals, but also part of the circle of Indonesian journalists
and artists. He was appointed head of Jakarta Arts Council in 1982-1985. His
international presence began when he was selected as a nominator for the Agha Khan
Award for Islamic Architecture in the early 1980s and as an advisor for the
International Dialogue Foundation Project on Perspective Studies of Shari’a and
Secular Law at The Hague in the early 1990s.
Beginning in 1979, Wahid was involved in NU, where eventually he dedicated
himself the most throughout his life. He was appointed NU chairman in 1984 and
reelected for three consecutive terms until 1999. With over 30 million members, most
of them lower-class people, for Wahid NU was not only a huge Muslim organization
with enormous problems, but also a challenge and promise for the country’s better
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future. “If we can transform NU, we transform the largest part of Indonesian Muslims
and thus transform our nation,” he frequently said.285 Most of his ideas and legacy
were related to his lifetime concern about real problems as seen among the NU
people. Throughout his life, Wahid constantly and tirelessly traveled across the
country, especially to meet local Muslim scholars and NU members to witness their
real problems and share spiritual wisdom with them. His personal charisma, deep
knowledge, and profound concern about other people’s lives became a magnet that
attracted huge crowds wherever he moved. As an illustration, in 1978 thousands of
people gathered each evening at his pesantren during Ramadan to listen to his lecture.
As recorded by Barton, one day approaching the end of Ramadan, a local train was
forced to wait at the nearby station since many hundreds of its regular passengers
were still intently listening to Wahid, who was finishing his last discussion on Tafsir
Jalalain, a popular Qur’anic commentary.286
It was because of this special position and intimate relation with the public
that the New Order regime desperately tried to make Wahid a political ally or political
opponent in different times. Popularly known as a “nothing to lose” leader, Wahid
frequently changed his position on different issues in relation to the New Order
regime. The relationship between the state ideology of Pancasila and NU was a good
example.
Certainly, as noted by Hefner, during Constitutional Assembly debates in
1957-1959 NU political leaders joined the Masyumi in advocating the establishment
of an Islamic state.287 However, according to Allan Samson, NU leaders were never
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wholly committed to this attempt.288 Wahid Hasyim, Wahid’s father, had been among
the Muslim leaders who agreed to drop the “seven words” from the Jakarta Charter
and made Pancasila, instead of Islam, the principle of the Indonesian state.289 When
in 1959 Sukarno decided to return to the 1945 Constitution, in which Pancasila is
included as preamble, NU was behind him. All these indicated that from the very
beginning, NU was committed to Pancasila instead of Islam as the state foundation for
religiously plural Indonesia.
Things became more complicated after the interpretation of Pancasila was
monopolized by the Suharto regime and used for social control. In 1984, amid
Muslim confusion, under the leadership of Abdurrahman Wahid, NU was the first
Muslim organization to accept the “sole foundation” of Pancasila. NU has a long
tradition of accommodating the ruler. When the Dutch colonial government was
facing a potential attack by the Japanese, NU in its 1935 Congress in Banjarmasin
issued a fatwa saying Muslims had an obligation to defend the Dutch Indies
(Indonesia). In the three categories of dar al-Islam (Islamic state), dar al-harb (state
against Islam), and dar al-sulh (state that maintains peaceful relations with Muslims),
proposed by Muslim jurist Hasan al-Hadhramy, the Dutch Indies fit under the third
category. Therefore Muslims had an obligation to defend their country when attacked,
even though the ruler was not Muslim. Moreover, in the past, the country had been
part of an Islamic kingdom.290 Only when the state is categorized as dar al-harb are
Muslims obliged to fight against the ruler.291
Under the Japanese occupation, NU leaders cooperated with the government
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through the creation of the Majlis Syuro Muslimin Indonesia (Masyumi) and the
Office for Religious Affairs.292 NU also supported Sukarno’s idea of “nasakom” and
return to the 1945 constitution, as well as his appointment as President for Life by the
MPRS in 1963. These are among the reasons NU is characterized by some as pro
status quo “opportunist” and as ideologically weak.
Wahid disagreed. For him, as a socioreligious organization NU always starts
from Islamic legal (fiqh) considerations in assessing political and other issues. So long
as it is legal according to Islamic law and Muslims are guaranteed in practicing their
religion, NU tends to accommodate the ruler.293 However, when this principle of
freedom of religion is violated, NU can be very radical. The Surabaya “Jihad
resolution” to mobilize Muslims in the 1945 Independence war against the return of
the Dutch colonial government is illustrative.
The acceptance of the “sole foundation” of Pancasila by NU was not just
accommodation of the ruler. According to Wahid, NU had several reasons: (1) to
reemphasize NU opposition to the idea of an Islamic state in Indonesia—something
Suharto was not yet convinced of until that point; (2) to eliminate the New Order’s
suspicion of Muslims as a radical group and potential enemy; (3) to ease the existing
tension between NU as former Sukarno loyalists and the regime so that NU members
and Muslims in general could practice their religion normally in their daily life.
Finally, by accepting Pancasila, NU also tried to return the state ideology to its main
function as “common platform” for the nation, in which there is room for all to offer
interpretation, instead of the New Order’s one uniform interpretation.
In other words, acceptance of Pancasila was a strategy to negotiate, even to
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challenge the regime’s claims when necessary. Instead of “political opportunism,” the
main consideration behind the acceptance of Pancasila as sole foundation for Wahid
and other NU leaders was the public good. Furthermore, especially in relation to the
failure of political Islam, the forced party fusion in 1973, and Madjid’s “Islam yes,
Islamic party no,” in fact by the mid-1970s Wahid and his colleagues were already
expressing their conviction that the interests of the umma and the broader society
would be better served by the umma turning away from party-political activity and
embracing the nonsectarian state philosophy of Pancasila.294 Martin van Bruinessen
pointed that the acceptance of Pancasila by NU in the mid-1980s definitely ended
“two decades of mutual mistrust between the government and NU.”295 NU became the
New Order’s political ally, especially after its official withdrawal from practical
politics during the same period, and returned to its initial character as a sociocultural
organization. This maneuver, known as “Kembali ke Khittah 1926,” returned to the
commitment of 1926 when the organization was first established with the main
objective to improve the educational, social, cultural, spiritual, and economic life of
the umma.296 How Wahid and NU escaped the New Order’s political trap and
promoted the interest of the people was nicely captured by Douglas Ramage:
Abdurrahman Wahid explains that the decision to withdraw from politics was based
not only on a desire to focus on social, educational, and religious goals, but also on
political factors which Wahid says stemmed directly from the New Order’s depolitization strategy. Wahid argues that because of the unrelenting government
proscription of Islamic politics and use of Pancasila to restrict the legitimate political
behavior of parties in the 1970s and early 1980s, NU decided to “leave politics.”
Wahid said that if NU allowed itself to stay in the formal, government-sanctioned
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political structure then it would be increasingly compromised and unable to protect its
institutional interests or the interests of the umat. NU would also be unable to
contribute to national discourse on development and politics with a distinctive,
297
independent voice.

However, Wahid’s and NU’s honeymoon with the New Order did not last
long. Since his main concern was the people’s interest as reflected in the common
platform of Pancasila, he soon stood up against the regime when the New Order
moved in the opposite direction with regard to to the establishment of ICMI. Wahid
severely criticized and openly refused to join when ICMI was founded in 1990 under
Suharto’s “sponsorship.” Whereas most Muslims were happy that the regime
supported “proportionality” for Muslims through the establishment of ICMI, instead
of giving political and economic privileges to the Christians and the Chinese minority
disproportionally as had been practiced thus far, Wahid reminded the public that ICMI
was a sectarian political move that endangered democracy, Pancasila, and the
Constitution. Muslims were given wider opportunity, but Islam was being used for a
dangerous political game that might cause the nation to be torn apart. Wahid reminded
them that the foundation of ICMI was an alarm of “reconfessionalization” of politics
and the decline of religious tolerance.298
As a counterbalance, together with many other prominent intellectuals and
activists from different religious backgrounds, in March 1991 Wahid founded Forum
Demokrasi (Democracy Forum). He clearly mentioned the increase of religious
sectarianism and intolerance as a reason behind the establishment of Democracy
Forum, which very much insulted the regime.299 On several occasions, the regime
forced Democracy Forum to cancel a public gathering. Suharto sent his son-in-law,
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General Prabowo Subianto, to persuade Wahid to resign from either NU or
Democracy Forum.300 Suharto was seeking another term as president in the upcoming
1992 election. NU as the largest Muslim organization was forced by the regime to
pledge political support for Suharto’s reelection. Muhammadiyah had already done
so.
To escape from the New Order’s political trap, besides creating the
Democracy Forum and criticizing the establishment of ICMI as a sectarian group,
Wahid held the so-called the NU “Big Rally” (Rapat Akbar) at the National
Monument in Jakarta, attended by hundreds of thousands of people to publicly
announce their support not for Suharto’s reelection as president but for their
commitment to Pancasila and the Constitution. It was the largest rally held by a
nongovernment group under Suharto. Wahid also said that the purpose of the rally
was to counter the emergence of anti-Christian and anti-Chinese discourse since 1990,
obviously referring to ICMI. Through the rally, Wahid wanted to demonstrate that NU
exemplified an Indonesian Islam that was accepting of non-Muslims and Indonesians
of Chinese descent by its adherence to Pancasila.301 Certainly the government was
troubled by the rally, but it could do nothing except discourage hundreds of thousands
of other NU people from outside Jakarta from joining the rally for security reasons.
According to Ramage, it was difficult for the government to prohibit a public
gathering that sought to endorse the ideological pillars of the regime. With the
maneuver, Wahid and NU did not look as if they were opposing Suharto because they
supported the pillars of the state, something Suharto had always called for. However
the “big rally” was also Abdurrahman Wahid’s vehicle for criticizing the government
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for acting in an undemocratic and “anti-Pancasila” fashion. At the same time, it
prevented internal division within NU, especially among members who perceived that
Suharto was not Islamic enough to gain their support. Some even believed Suharto
was just manipulating Islam for short-term political interest.302
Wahid’s strong sense of the danger of reconfessionalization of politics and
sectarianism was soon confirmed. In 1994 the regime banned three weeklies, Tempo,
Editor, and DeTik, for their critical coverage of B. J. Habibie, chairman of ICMI.
Critical leaders and activists severely protested the ban, but Muslim hardliners
affiliated with KISDI, DDII, and the like rallied to defend Habibie. As noted by
Hefner, Lukman Harun, a Muhammadiyah leader who was close to KISDI and DDII,
said about the ban:
Tempo, DeTik, Editor—why should we do anything for these magazines? What
have they ever done for us? They are not Muslim publications. We Muslims have to
be realistic about who our friends are and what we should support. Don’t speak to us
about democracy and freedom. We have been held outside of power for more than
twenty-five years. Now we have a chance to come in. Now more than ever we have
to look clearly and understand what our interests are.303

According to Hefner, the crackdown on the press in 1994 signified the end of
Suharto’s experiment with limited liberalization and the beginning of a dangerous
new policy on Islam.304 Especially since the Monitor affair, Wahid argued that the
regime and conservative Muslim groups were getting closer to each other at the
expense of democracy. By the end of 1994 the time bomb of sectarianism started to
explode, first as Muslim-Christian conflict in East Timor. Soon similar riots occurred
in Larantuka in 1995 and across Java, including Jakarta, Pekalongan (Central Java),
Purwakarta, Tasikmalaya, Rengasdengklok, Bandung (West Java), and Situbondo
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(East Java) in 1996-1997.305 Massive interethnic conflicts also took place in
Kalimantan and Madura in 1997. A worse Muslim-Christian war took place in
Ambon and Maluku soon after the regime’s fall.306
Due to Wahid’s severe criticism of the regime, several times Suharto tried to
unseat him from the NU chairmanship. This was particularly visible in the five-year
national meeting called Muktamar NU in Cipasung, West Java, in 1994. The pressure
of the anti-Wahid campaign called ABG (asal bukan Gus Dur, so long as not Gus
Dur) was powerful throughout the meeting. Barton reported that Gen. Hartono, head
of Indonesian army’s social and political affairs, Tarmidzi Taher, minister of religion,
and even Habibie, head of ICMI, and Tutut, Suharto’s daughter, played major roles
behind the campaign that eventually failed to topple Wahid.307

His very well

respected lineage, personal talent and charisma, and wide public support, including
from non-Muslims and minority groups, made it impossible for Suharto simply to
depose Wahid or just ignore his voice.
After the fall of Suharto, despite his physical constraints—he was by then
completely blind and wheelchair bound—Wahid outmaneuvered his political rivals
and was appointed as fourth Indonesian president in 1999. In the chaotic post-Suharto
period that turned a very powerful into a powerless state, however, Wahid’s
presidency lasted only two years. In part this was related to weak political
consolidation among his supporters plus his “too strong breakthrough” in reforming
the corrupt government system, which insulted the established group and puzzled
new, inexperienced politicians. He was impeached and stepped down in 2001.
However, his short presidency made some important changes that reflected his vision
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and principles on human rights, minority issues, and democracy in general. He lifted
the ban on Chinese cultural expression and restored Confucianism as a recognized
religion. He significantly reduced the role of the military in politics, which had
become a serious obstacle to democratization, and on behalf of Muslims he publicly
apologized for the 1965 communist. He ordered an end to the harassment of former
political prisoners and their families, especially communists and Islamists, and
restored their full civil rights. His proposal to lift the ban on communism and to open
diplomatic relations with Israel, however, triggered public uproar.
It was ironic that the Muslim-Christian conflict in Maluku escalated during the
first month of Wahid’s ascension to power, November 1999. The conflict took 1,000
to 2,000 lives. Soon it spread to Poso, Central Sulawesi, and Lombok. DDII, KISDI,
Laskar Jihad, and other radical groups pressed Wahid’s administration to act quickly
to protect the Muslim group. Amin Rais, Ahmad Sumargono, and other right-wing
Muslims denounced the supposed government inaction.308 However, Wahid rejected
any sectarian solution to the conflict. He categorically refused to accommodate radical
Muslim groups and tried his best to prevent them from playing dangerous roles in
regional conflicts.309
After the impeachment, Wahid’s supporters and allies from among human
rights activists, intellectuals, leaders from different religious groups, journalists, and
others welcomed his return from the presidential palace to “the palace of the people.”
He remained very active in politics, religious, and social activities, and advocacy for
minority groups as well as writing for print media and publishing books.310 The
Wahid Institute was established in 2004 as an organization to channel his ideas and
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vision to a wider public in “seeding plural and peaceful Islam.”311 Wahid was the
most outspoken figure against the persecution of Ahmadiyah in 2005.
Wahid suffered from several more strokes, as well as other illnesses. Traveling
to visit his people in several local areas, he passed away on 30 December 2009.312
Hundreds of thousands of people attended his funeral in Jombang. Even today, people
visit his grave incessantly. A “1000 days” commemoration of his death was held in
cities across the country in December 2013 and January 2014, attended by thousands
of people and prominent individuals. The Indonesians proudly remembered him as
“Guru Bangsa” (great teacher for the nation). Some Muslims even consider him a
wali (saint) and people visiting his grave to get his blessing.313

Abdurrahman Wahid on Inter-Religious Dialogue and Democracy
Abdurrahman Wahid was not a systematic thinker like Nurcholish Madjid. In
Bruinessen’s words, he was more “a broker of ideas, making connections between
existing universes of thought. He took ideas from community development, human
rights, liberation theology, and modern hermeneutics, but explained them in terms
derived from fiqh and the discussion of shari’a in general.”314 In that connection, it is
helpful to understand the Islamic foundation of Wahid’s political thought.
Mujiburrahman argued that there are three main ingredients of Wahid’s ideas: Islamic
universalism, Islamic cosmopolitanism, and indigenization or contextualization of
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Islam.315 I would argue that the three concepts are also relevant to his thought
concerning inter-religious dialogue.
Similar to Madjid’s idea about Islam as universal religion, for Wahid, Islam
has universal value. This universal value is reflected in Islamic doctrine (tawhid,
monotheism), Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh), and Islamic ethic (akhlaq), all of which
lead to the fundamental concern for human dignity. An example of how Islam
seriously pays attention to human dignity, according to Wahid, is reflected in the
principles of Islamic law known as the protection of five basic human needs
(daruriyyat): (1) the protection of human self (hifz al-nafs) from any violation; (2) the
protection of religion (hifz al-din) from any forced conversion; (3) the protection of
family and descendants (hifz al-nasl); (4) the protection of property (hifz al-mal); and
(5) the protection of profession or intellect (hifz al-'aql).316 Protection of these five
basic needs as a manifestation of Islamic universal value, according to Wahid, cannot
be carried out if it is not supported by the cosmopolitan character of Islamic
civilization. Therefore the universal value of Islam should always be in dialogue with
local cultures and creatively incorporate them through dialogue. Islamic universal
value, in other words, can be realized only through contextualization. It is in this
understanding that Wahid offered his concept of “indigenization of Islam.”
Indigenization of Islam obviously is not syncretism, as is sometimes accused
by his opponents. Rather, it is a contextualization of Islamic universal value by
considering the local culture of Muslims. Based on Islamic legal theory that local
custom can be taken as a law (al-‘adat muhakkama), the idea of indigenization of
Islam actually is an attempt to consider local needs and context in deciding an Islamic
315
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ruling. Islamic universalism, Islamic cosmopolitanism, and indigenization of Islam
are inter-related. The three are profoundly concerned with human dignity. In
connection with this central meaning of human dignity, inter-religious dialogue,
according to Wahid, is necessary. Through inter-religious dialogue and learning from
one another, each tradition could strengthen its view on human dignity and solidarity
among human beings, including the principles of equality before the law and
protection of the five basic needs:
Through this effort [inter-religious dialogue], each religion can be united to achieve
basic universal values that in turn will bring interreligious relations to the new level.
The new level [here] is the phase of religious service for the society (regardless of
individual identity) in its most concrete form such as solving the problem of poverty,
law enforcement and guaranteeing the freedom of speech.317

Dialogue with other religions might encourage Muslims to better understand the
universal value of Islam, how to contextualize it in solving the shared problems of the
society, and to re-create the required Islamic cosmopolitanism among Muslims.
State, Democracy, and Pancasila. Since the discussion on inter-religious
dialogue by Wahid is closely related to the idea of secular state, democracy and
Pancasila, we need to know about his ideas on these topics in relation to Islam.
According to Wahid, there are three main models of relationship between Islam and
secular state. First is the “confrontative” model, the establishment of Islamic state
based on shari’a. Iran and Saudi Arabia are popular examples. Masyumi in the past
and some Muslim hardliners such as Majelis Mujahiddin Indonesia (MMI) in the
2000s are examples in the Indonesian context. Second is the “facultative” model,
implementation of shari’a through the state constitutionally by dominating the
parliament, as practiced in Malaysia. Third is the “integrative” model, the adoption of
317
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the substance of shari’a in personal Muslim life without imposing it formally through
the state. For Wahid, being religiously plural, Indonesia fit under the third model,
which is preferable. For him, Islam never requires Muslims to establish an Islamic
state. As long as the state guarantees freedom of religion, faith and nationality can be
integrated with each other in the life of Muslims. In that case, Muslims’ loyalty to the
state can be considered as their loyalty to Islam and vice versa.318
Unlike some Muslim hardliners such as Abu Bakar Ba’asyir of MMI, who
perceived democracy as a western product incompatible to Islam, for Wahid the
principles of democracy fit perfectly with Islamic teaching. In agreement with the
Egyptian Muslim thinker ‘Ali ‘Abd Raziq, Wahid believed three Islamic values are
particularly compatible with the principles of democracy: freedom (al-hurriyya),
justice (al ‘adala), and consultation (shura). The combination of these three principles
constitutes democracy. In particular, shura requires openness of the political process,
public accountability of the ruler, and limitation of political authority. Examination of
the protection of the five basic needs as Islamic universal values can also be used to
assess whether democracy works in a particular society. Wahid also suggested that in
Islamic jurisprudence the policy of the government is valued based on its benefit for
the citizens, for the public good (tasarruf al-imam 'ala al-ra'iyya man’ut bi almaslaha).319
Pancasila is considered the best political compromise in a religiously plural
society in Indonesia. By implementing Pancasila, the Muslim (and non-Muslim)
interest in freedom of religion is fulfilled. The use of Islam as an alternative ideology
will not only endanger the interest of non-Muslims but also destroy the foundation of
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the state. With Pancasila, every citizen has equal status before the law, in line with the
teaching of the Qur’an. This explains why from the very beginning, NU did not
promote the Islamic state and endorsed Pancasila as the foundation of the state,
including acceptance of Pancasila as the NU’s “sole foundation” in 1984 as discussed
in the previous section.
Religious Pluralism, Equality, and Tolerance. According to Wahid, religious
pluralism is a natural consequence of the limited human capacity to understand the
absolute existence of God. The absoluteness of God always goes beyond human
comprehension, let alone only one single uniform human understanding about Him.
Unfortunately, some people assume that their relative understanding of God is the
absolute truth. The implication of this “one-dimensional” understanding, according to
Wahid, is that:
The Relationship between God and human being becomes black and white, with a
very narrow spectrum of possibility to accommodate huge diversity of human
understanding. If this is used as the pattern for religious life, each religious group will
be entrapped within its own narrow constraints. Let alone in relation with adherents of
other religion, there will be huge differences even with their fellow co-religionists.
My understanding is the only truth, and you are unbeliever because your
understanding is different from mine and thus wrong. You belong to hell and I belong
to heaven.320

The “one-dimensional” understanding of God will eventually only lead to
complicated antagonistic relationships between religious people that keep them away
from the essence of religion as a liberating force for all human beings. Understood in
that narrow sense, instead of being rahmatan li al-‘alamin (mercy for the entire
universe), Islam, for instance, only liberates those who formally embrace that
particular religion. On the contrary, acceptance of religious pluralism is recognition of
human limited capacity in understanding the absolute God and is also spiritual
320
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openness to learn more from one another about what is “universal” and transcends
human differences.
By referring to QS 49: 13, Wahid Wahid also argued that in the eyes of God,
according to Islamic teaching all people are equal. Rather than religious identity,
righteousness is the only criterion by which God will judge who is better than the
other, while pluralism is recognized.321 Since all people are equal before God, the
same should be the case in social life. Everyone should have equal rights and status
before the law, regardless of ethnic origin, language, sex, and religion.322
For Wahid, Islam is a belief that promotes love, is fundamentally tolerant, and
recognizes diversity. It is an egalitarian faith, a religion that fundamentally does not
support discrimination based on class, ethnicity, gender, race, or other groupings in
social life. The equality of human beings before God in Islam includes equal status of
Muslims and non-Muslims.323 Here he criticized Muslims who give too much
emphasis on Islam as social identity but ignore its very essence of peace. He pointed
out that many Muslims translate QS 2:208 by defining “Islam” primarily as an
exclusive social identity that requires an “Islamic system” and eventually leads to
social segregation and discrimination, instead of referring to the essence of “peace,”
which is inclusive and tolerant.324 If the understanding of Islam as social identity
requiring an exclusive “Islamic system” is translated into reality, non-Muslims will
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become second-class citizens.325
Wahid was not just busy with theological formulation. His main concern was
real problems of real people. In relation to the principle of equality, for instance, he
argued that non-Muslims have the same right to be the Indonesian president and that
there should be no discrimination over building a place of worship by non-Muslims.
He strongly believed that protection of the rights of the minority and the weak is an
essential part of both Islamic teaching and democracy.326 Throughout his life, he was
well known for his consistent criticism against religious fundamentalism and
sectarianism, including his severe criticism against ICMI, as discussed earlier.327 As
chairman of NU, Wahid said his main job was to look after the well-being of the
umma. From the early years of the New Order, when the regime adopted a antiIslamic spirit, he struggled for marginalized Muslims to have fair treatment and a fair
share in the national development process.
However, when the “Islamic turn” was shifting to anti-Christian and antiChinese stance from the early 1990s, Wahid was not hesitant to offer his criticism that
“the government is doing too much for the Muslims.”328 He disagreed with Madjid,
Rais, and other Muslim intellectuals who promoted the idea of an Islamic society in
Indonesia:
That’s why I quarrel with Amien Rais who would like to establish an Islamic society.
For me an Islamic society in Indonesia is treason against the Constitution because it
will make non-Muslims second-class citizens. But an “Indonesian society” where the
Muslims are strong—and strong means functioning well—then I think that is good.329

Wahid’s commitment to human dignity, equality, justice, and the principles of
democracy in general put him in opposition to most Muslims, including Madjid, on
325
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the controversy around the Monitor affair in 1990. Amid the Muslim outrage and
public protests organized by DDII, KISDI, ICMI, Muhamadiyah, and others
demanding banning the Monitor and maximum punishment for Atmowiloto, Wahid
was almost the only prominent Muslim leader who perceived the controversial case
from the necessity of freedom of speech and law enforcement. For him, the
government’s immediate banning of the Monitor without taking it to court was an
affront to the rule of law. Muslim leaders’ refusal to defend the right of free speech
and legal process, in his view, was a clear setback for democracy.330 While the
Muslim public applauded the banning as the New Order’s defense of Muslim
interests, Wahid saw it as a dangerous political tactic to win the hearts of Muslims at
the expense of democracy. Wahid explicitly stated that he did not defend Atmowiloto,
the editor of the magazine who caused the Muslims’ outrage. What Atmowiloto did
was categorically wrong. Wahid disagreed with and was insulted by Atmowiloto.
However, that was not his point. Muslims deserved to be angry, but they must channel
their anger without violating the principles of democracy.331 Justice should be upheld.
In the Monitor affair, it meant the recognition of freedom of speech and law
enforcement.
Due to Wahid’s long record in advocating for the minority, not surprisingly,
many persecuted and marginalized groups, from believers in local indigenous
religions to Confucians, Unitarians, Mormons, and marginalized Islamic sects such as
the Ahmadis and Shi‘ites, always turned to him for help and protection when they
were in trouble. Arswendo Atmowiloto, the man behind the Monitor affair, who was
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then jailed for four years, wrote a very touching obituary when Wahid died in 2009.332
As soon as he was released from jail in 1994, he happily rushed to meet Wahid, the
only prominent Muslim leader who “defended” him at all costs, for the sake of
democracy. When Atmowiloto shook Wahid’s hand to express his abundant gratitude
for what the latter did four years before, he was puzzled. Not only did Wahid respond
in a very normal way, he seemed to have forgotten about Atmowiloto. It was as if
what Wahid desperately did four years earlier to defend a Catholic man at the expense
of Muslim public uproar across the country was nothing personal at all. Only a truly
sincere person could do such a thing, wrote Atmowiloto.
In the words of Mochtar Buchori, president of Muhammadiyah Teachers
Training College in Jakarta, Wahid was a sincere Muslim who “never feels more
Islamic [than others] and never judges the ‘Muslimness’ of other Muslims,” and a
Muslim scholar who sincerely accepts non-Muslims as his equals. He never
considered people of other religions less worthy.333 On the contrary, Wahid’s
opponents criticized him as a “collaborator” with Christians and non-Muslims. Some
ICMI leaders such as Adi Sasono, a former minister of the Habibie cabinet, and
members of KISDI indeed were very skeptical about Wahid’s commitment to
Islam.334 Ja’far Umar Thalib, chairman of Laskar Jihad, Rizieq Shihab, chairman of
the Islamic Defender Front (FPI), and other hardliners frequently felt insulted by
Abdurrahman Wahid. For those hardliners, although Wahid’s ascension to the
presidency was pushed by the “Islamic axis,” Islamic political forces that formed a
temporary alliance to block Megawati Sukarnoputri (Sukarno’s daughter and a strong
female presidential candidate from the “nationalist” PDIP in 1999), many of his
332
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policies were in disfavor if not even against the Muslims.
Inter-religious Dialogue and Mutual Understanding. As indicated in the
previous discussion, Abdurrahman Wahid played a very significant role in interreligious dialogue, especially since the late 1980s. From November 1994 he served as
a member of the Presidential Board of the prestigious World Council on Religion and
Peace (WCRP).335 In August 1993 he was invited to Manila, Philippines, to be
honored for his works with Asia’s equivalent of a Nobel Prize, the Ramon Magsaysay
Award. He was recognized for “guiding Southeast Asia’s largest Muslim organization
as a force for religious tolerance, fair economic development, and democracy.”336 In
fact, since the late 1980s and early 1990s, as Barton records, he actively sought out
opportunities for exchange and dialogue between Indonesia’s faith communities and
leaders of religious communities around the world.337 For him, the exchanges and
dialogues were part of the educational process needed by the Indonesian society
toward modernity and democracy, as well as part of his mission as NU leader to set an
example of how Muslim society should develop.338
According to Wahid, inter-religious dialogue is never for itself. On the one
hand, it might help individual religious believers to engage in a deeper theological and
intellectual exploration of the truth by learning from believers of different religions. In
that case, inter-religious dialogue can be instrumental to enhance a person’s personal
piety and a better understanding of reality. Socially, in such a religiously plural
society as Indonesia, inter-religious dialogue is very instrumental in creating and
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fostering democracy. Therefore, inter-religious dialogue should not be oriented only
to maintain social harmony and political stability, especially in the form carried out by
the government through the Ministry of Religion. Instead, it should be oriented to
develop a true sense of solidarity and mutual understanding among people of different
religions based on their shared problems.

This is the most crucial thing; that so far we do not yet have any program—in national
scale—to develop mutual understanding and solidarity among religious communities.
What we have is only a program of [negative] tolerance, to show respectful restraint
towards each other. The result from the term made by the government is really
suitable with the reality: The Harmony of Religious Communities, which means
nothing but harmony. Harmony here means coexistence—but does not mutually
understand. Whereas in fact, what we should develop is a sense of solidarity and
339
mutual understanding.

In that relation, Wahid refused when, as a member of the Executive Board of
the government-sponsored Council of Indonesian ‘Ulama (MUI),340 he was appointed
to represent the MUI in the Forum for Religious Harmony. For him, there was no
dialogue in such a forum. What happened there was only a series of monologues
where each party talked only for itself without listening to the other. “We do not need
that kind of dialogue,” he said.341 Religious tolerance in the abovementioned context,
for him, was only lip service. “Our tolerance and solidarity are not sincere,” he
added.342 The government’s kind of tolerance was similar to Paul Knitter’s “lazy
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tolerance,” a superficial attitude without mutual respect.343
Wahid believed that sincere tolerance with mutual respect and understanding
can be effectively developed through real inter-religious dialogue. For him, there are
three interrelated aspects of mutual understanding that need to be developed through
inter-religious dialogue. The first is a critical attitude toward one’s own religion to
avoid any possible narrow-mindedness and religious politicization.344 The second is
proper understanding of the elementary principles and historical developments of
other religions to avoid any misunderstanding resulting from one-sided perception.
The third is sufficient understanding on both sides of the context where their social
interactions take place. Negative talk about other religions should be avoided. Instead,
in the spirit of religious pluralism, such concepts as humanity and the role of religion
in social life could be studied, to be further developed and debated.345
Wahid’s understanding of inter-religious dialogue was quite different from the
model developed by the government through the Department of Religion. Together
with other private initiatives, for Wahid inter-religious dialogue was oriented to
develop a sense of human solidarity, critical perspective, and public awareness of
their shared problems as members of society. As mentioned in the previous sections,
among the reasons the regime’s top-down inter-religious dialogue program did not
work was the application of the policy of SARA (Suku, Agama, Ras dan Antar
Golongan, ethnicity, religion, race, and inter-groups or classes).346 During the New
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Order, as noted by Sumartana, rather than being seen as potential resources, ethnicity,
religion, race, and different groups or classes were kept from public discussion for the
sake of political stability and security. SARA issues was treated as a dangerous threat
and a subversive factor, and frequently scapegoated for any sensitive issue.
The controversial 1981 MUI Christmas fatwa discussed in Chapter 2 is a good
illustration.347 It is worth noting that, although the fatwa basically prohibits Muslims
from participating in the ritual aspect of Christmas, in its later development Muslims
misunderstood it as prohibiting anything to do with Christmas, even sending a
greeting card to a Christian neighbor or friend.348 Again, the fatwa and its controversy
were implications of the SARA policy. On the one hand, the prohibition of open and
critical discussion on SARA issues resulted only in mutual suspicion between
religious communities. On the other hand, it gave a way for the regime to monopolize
the discourse and justified its heavy control over the public. Consequently, as
reflected in the Christmas fatwa controversy, according to Wahid, Muslims were
preoccupied with peripheral issues rather than fundamental problems like poverty and
ignorance.349
Let us now examine the three aspects of the development of mutual
understanding through inter-religious dialogue as proposed by Abdurrahman Wahid.
The first is a critical attitude toward one’s own religion. Without a critical attitude,
religion will be easily abused for politics and misused as an instrument of
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legitimacy.350 This was the case with ICMI and its “reconfessionalization of
politics.”351 Therefore, Pancasila as the best political compromise should be accepted
as final. Theologically, a critical attitude is also needed to eliminate exclusivist
orientation. From an Islamic perspective, in Wahid’s opinion, Muslims certainly need
to strongly believe in Islamic faith. However, nobody has the right to judge truthclaims belonging to other religions.352
In Islamic faith, God frequently insists that we are (only) the last part of a long
journey. These human beings have passed through various experiences in searching
for the One God. The Qur’an itself recognizes it. It is true that the Qur’an and hadith
say that Islam finally is the right achievement. However, we should not forget that
353
while saying so, there is no negation to the right of those who have different belief.

In that connection, to interpret such “exclusivist” texts as QS 2:120354 and QS
48:29,355 people should carry out a careful examination based on their context rather
than merely reading them literally. There are two interpretations for the Qur’anic
verse that the Jews and Christians “never will be satisfied with thee.” First, it means
that each side cannot accept the basic doctrines of the other, which is completely
reasonable. That is also the same attitude of Islam to Christianity. If both are satisfied
with or accept the basic doctrine of the other, then what is the point of being Christian
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that is different from Islam?356 Both in fact are different and that is the raison d’être
for each religion. However, difference does not necessarily mean opposition. Second,
the addressee here is “thee,” Muhammad, and not “human being” or “believers” in
general. At that time, in Medina, the Jews were politically challenged by Muhammad.
It does make sense, therefore, that they were not satisfied with him unless he followed
them. So, it will be mistaken to generalize the “thee,” Muhammad, to the Muslims,
thus meaning that the Jews (and Christians) will never be satisfied with Muslims
forever simply because their faith did not accept Islam as a religion.357 According to
Wahid, the point behind these verses is not a religious issue, but a power
contestation.358
As with the second verse, “unbelievers,” according to Wahid, does not refer to
non-Muslims in general as an anonymous subject. Rather, it refers to “Meccan
unbelievers” who fought against Islam as a religion. There is certainly a clear
difference between non-Muslims and “categorical” unbelievers of Mecca. The
generalization frequently made by many Indonesian Muslims to assume that the two
are identical is misleading. In addition, “compassionate among each other” does not
necessarily mean uncritical. If the above verse is taken literally, why did Muhammad
once say “[Even] If Fatima, the Prophet’s daughter, steals, I will cut her hand”?359
Wahid reiterated the critical attitude many times, since he himself was
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frequently accused by some Muslims, including within NU, as caring more about his
inter-faith dialogue initiatives and his friendships with the Christians than about his
dedication for Islam and Muslims. His opponents accused him of being a
“collaborator” of Christians, Jews, and other non-Muslim groups and mockingly
asked “How to Islamize Wahid?”360 So serious was the accusation that its controversy
almost prevented him from being elected to his second term as NU president in the
1989 muktamar (five-year congress).361 In Wahid’s opinion, without a critical reading
on their own religion, religious people will be prone to narrowmindedness and thus
also to politicization of religion for the sake of temporary benefit or short-term selfinterest.
The second aspect of developing mutual understanding through dialogue is
sufficient information about the elementary principles and historical development of
other religion(s). Most Indonesian Muslims, for instance, do not have the elementary
understanding of Christian teaching that would enable them to appreciate Christians’
faith. This does not mean that every Muslim needs to know about such complicated
concepts as the Trinity or the incarnate God. However, the common misconception
about “Son of God” understood as “biological son” by Muslims certainly needs to be
clarified. The same is the case with Christians. In most polemics by both Muslims and
Christians during the 1970s and again in the 1990s, for example, the Bible is
compared to the Qur’an, assuming that they are equal. Jesus is compared to
Muhammad without trying to understand their different significance in their
respective religions. Many Muslims in Indonesia are not informed about positive
360
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historical development in Christianity toward other religions, such as Vatican Council
II or ecumenical movements. Inter-religious dialogue, according to Wahid, should
assume a sincere effort made by both sides to properly understand the dialogue
partner. Otherwise, it will be just a monologue.362
As mentioned in Chapter 2, building a house of worship by a minority group,
especially by Christians in a majority Muslim neighborhood has been a serious
problem in inter-religious relations since the 1960s. According to Wahid, the lack of
proper understanding among the Muslims on church organization has made this
particular issue much worse. Until recently, many Muslims did not understand that
Christian congregations are organized not by territory but by denomination.
Therefore, building a new church in an area where only few Christians live causes
suspicion about Christianization among Muslims.363 The New Order’s SARA policy
that prohibited open discussion of “sensitive” religious and ethnic issues made things
even worse.364 In Hugh Goddard’s words, this second aspect, along with the first, is
needed to avoid “double standards,” comparing only the ideal principle of “our”
religion with the empirical, mostly negative historical reality of the “other” religion.
Such double standards only result in mutual misunderstanding.365
The third aspect is the proper understanding on the context where social
interaction between different religious communities takes place. In the rapid social
competition resulting from the “national development” project, religion has frequently
been used as a political banner.366 By raising the Islamic banner some Muslims tend
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to assume that others are either rivals or enemies. This relation, instead of creatively
incorporating local culture and tradition and developing dialogue with other religions,
positions Islam as an alternative system or way of life.

Islam is seen as an

“alternative” to existing cultures and traditions, as well as other religions.367
Consequently, the need for demonstrating a strong self-identity for Islam as an
exclusive group seems inevitable for some Indonesian Muslims. According to Wahid,
this is the reason some Muslims were so worried about the danger of
Christianization,368 while some Christians were haunted by the threat of an Islamic
state.369
In Wahid’s view, religion cannot be positioned as an alternative system of life:
it cannot regulate worldly life comprehensively. Religion provides its followers with
the principal foundations to live a righteous life. However, people cannot demand too
much from religion in order to avoid over-claim. When over-claim happens, religion
becomes a contending factor in social life, whereas it is supposed to be the foundation
for all and thus contend with nothing.370 Instead of being an alternative, religion
should become the inspiring power, a moral force of the society. Its role is to create a
social ethic.371
This point is also related to the idea of “indigenization of Islam.”372
Indigenization of Islam will improve Muslims’ capability to appropriately understand
367
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their fundamental problems as a society, instead of only imposing their own
agenda.373 In the Indonesian context, Wahid insisted that Islamic teaching should be
treated as a complementary factor, not a contending factor that will disintegrate the
life of the nation.374 The universality of Islam should be found in the eternity of
Islamic messages rather than in physical manifestation of culture. It is more
important, in this perspective, to change people’s behavior without necessarily
changing the formal or physical aspect of their culture.
If Muslims are preoccupied primarily with physical and symbolic
manifestations, or the formal aspects of religion, Wahid argued, it can only lead to
two consequences.375 First is “regimentation of Islam,” which means that Islam
becomes a regime repressing non-Muslims and anything considered “un-Islamic”
through the exercise of power.376 Second, Muslims will waste too much time and
energy arguing about peripheral issues instead of addressing fundamental problems
encountered by society, such as backwardness, ignorance, poverty, injustice, poor law
enforcement, tremendous social and economic gaps resulteding from transnational
economic enterprises, and so on. Therefore, Indonesian Muslims should have the right
priority and consciously integrate their “Islamic struggle” into the “national struggle”
by placing it in the context of democratization in the long run.377
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Eventually, the Muslim struggle also should be part of the struggle of
humanity.378 Muslims should have a positive attitude and be ready to live peacefully
with people from different religions, political ideologies, cultural views, and others. A
new universalism in Islamic teaching and new cosmopolitanism in the worldview of
Muslims are sine qua non for Islam to play its role as liberating force in the more and
more pluralistic society of the future.379 According to Wahid, this is exactly the place
and the significance of inter-religious dialogue. Regardless of fundamental theological
differences, Muslims are obliged to coexist peacefully and work together with nonMuslims to solve their common problems as a society. Peaceful coexistence and
cooperation between religious communities are made possible through inter-religious
dialogue. In Islamic law, something instrumental to facilitate the implementation of a
religious duty is also considered obligatory. Since peaceful coexistence and
cooperation between different religious communities will not work without interreligious dialogue, then inter-religious dialogue is also obligatory.380

Concluding Remarks
The first two decades of the New Order, 1965 to 1985, were an era of power
consolidation of the authoritarian regime and a disappointing period for Muslims.381
Political Islam found a dead end after the revival of Masyumi and the Jakarta Charter
was definitely banned by Suharto in the late 1960s. With its distinct “nationalist”
orientation, narrowly defined as anti-foreign and anti-radical ideology, the New Order
regime preferred Christians and some non-Muslim groups as political allies. The
Pancasila, as exclusively interpreted by the regime, was used as an ultimate
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ideological and political equipment for heavy social control on all levels. Due to a
combination of political oppression and unequal treatment by the regime toward
different religious communities, as well as encouragement for religious propagation to
ultimately combat communism, inter-religious relations were very much characterized
by mutual suspicion during that period. Christians and other minority groups were
worried about the perceived threat of an Islamic state, whereas Muslims were haunted
by the danger of Christianization and revivalism among other religions. Supposedly
threatened by the potential danger of radical Islam and inter-religious conflict, the
regime increased its oppressive character by creating a highly centralized
bureaucracy, political system regulation, ideological indoctrination, and governmentsponsored organizations for social groups at all levels. Despite being the majority,
Muslims were socially and economically marginalized, politically paralyzed and
psychologically frustrated.
Together with others, Nurcholish Madjid and Wahid were among the
prominent intellectuals who resolved the Muslims’ dead end. They changed the
discourse within the Muslim community and the nature of the relationship between
Muslims and non-Muslims as well as between the religious community and the
regime. Through an Islamic thought reform movement that offered a non-ideological
and inclusive interpretation of Islam, Madjid, Wahid, and other neomodernist thinkers
transformed impotent “obsolete fossilized Islamic thought” into a fresh Islam that
empowered the Muslims. Madjid’s ideas of “Islam yes, Islamic political party no!”
“secularization,” “liberalization,” and “de-sacralization” helped Muslims unchain
themselves from the political trap and meaningfully participate in modern society.
Madjid’s concepts on religious pluralism, religious freedom, tolerance, ahl al-kitab,
and the inclusive definition of “Islam” helped Muslims to engage in inter-religious
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dialogue as a way to create peaceful coexistence with non-Muslims and transform the
“social fact” of religious diversity into a “social virtue.”
Similarly, Abdurrahman Wahid introduced the concepts of Islamic
universalism, cosmopolitanism, and indigenization to help Muslims escape from
formalism and symbolism and translate the principal values of Islam in overcoming
the shared problems of society. Wahid also introduced three aspects of mutual
understanding: a critical attitude toward one’s own religion, sufficient understanding
of the elementary principles and history of the dialogue partner’s religion, and a
proper understanding of the context where the dialogue occurrs. He also argued that
Islam is fully compatible with democracy, whereas Pancasila is the best political
compromise for a religiously plural Indonesia. Wahid also suggested that an
“integrative” model, namely, the application of the substance of Islamic shari’a in
Muslim daily life without imposing it through the state, is the most acceptable
strategy for modern Muslims, instead of “confrontative” (establishment of an Islamic
state based on shari’a) and “facultative” (dominating the parliament to make Islamic
shari’a constitutional) models. Wahid argued that in the context of the modern world,
inter-religious dialogue has become necessary for creating peaceful co-existence
among people of different religious background and for building democracy. He
walked the talk by presenting himself as a staunch defender of minority groups and
the weak, sometimes at the expense of being the enemy of the regime or being
severely criticized by his fellow Muslims.
By the mid-1980s, the relationship between the regime and the Muslims had
been increasingly positive. In general, their inclusive interpretation of Islam was also
increasingly accepted by the wider public. Despite the visible emergence of religious
exclusivism among certain groups, private initiatives on inter-religious dialogue
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between Muslims and non-Muslims, as well as among other religious communitites
were significantly improved. Unlike the government version that mainly emphasized
political stability and pseudo-tolerance, inter-religious dialogue as developed by
Madjid and Wahid was directed to keep critical awareness among the public about
their shared problems regardless of religious background and to build a stronger
democracy. This was especially true when the New Order regime shifted its political
orientation from anti-Islam in the 1970s and 1980s to pro-Muslim hardliners in the
1990s. With his open rejection and severe criticism of ICMI and his defense of the
Monitor affair, Wahid brought more dynamic to inter-religious relations. On the one
hand, non-Muslims were happy to have a powerful defender who strongly voiced
their concern. On the other hand, some Muslims who had begun to enjoy the New
Order’s economic and political privileges were insulted by Wahid’s maneuver in the
name of democracy and Pancasila. The entire old constellation was changing.
It is certainly true that inter-religious conflicts became worse in the mid-1990s
and even erupted into catastrophic violence in many parts of the country in the late
1990s and early 2000s. Instead of the ineffectiveness of inter-religious dialogue,
however, the cause of the violence should be found elsewhere, namely, the political
character of the New Order regime that had planted the seeds of conflict for decades.
Inter-religious dialogue as developed by Nurcholish Madjid, Abdurrahman Wahid,
and many others is instrumental in the development of Indonesian democracy and
stronger civil society, without which the conflicts in the late 1990s and early 2000s
could have been much worse.
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CHAPTER 4
REPOSITIONING THE WORRIED MINORITY

As discussed in the previous chapters, among the main sources of interreligious mutual suspicion, especially between Muslims and Christians as the two
largest groups, are the perceived threats of an Islamic state and Christianization. On
the one hand, many Christians feel threatened by the possibility of the establishment
of an Islamic state in which they will become second-class citizens and be
discriminated against. On the other hand, many Muslims are haunted by Christian
proselytization, a perceived systematic evil conspiracy to convert them from their
faith to Christianity. The accusations of both are not without justifiable reason.
Although unsuccessful, from around Independence in 1945 until the late 1960s the
Islamic party of Masyumi repeatedly tried to establish an Islamic state through the
parliament. Some radical groups, such as Darul Islam in Aceh, West Java, and South
Sulawesi, even rebelled against the central government for the same cause in the early
1950s. At the same time, evangelical Christian groups were doing proselytization,
targeting poor Muslims across the country through social services and other means.
The failed 1967 Consultative Meeting made the mutual suspicion even worse.
However, despite the fact that proponents of an Islamic state have never
completely ceased to exist, thanks to Nurcholish Madjid, Abdurahman Wahid, and
other like-minded Muslims who promote inclusive and non-ideological Islam, along
with other factors, the real probability of an Indonesian Islamic state and Christian
suspicion about it have gradually disappeared. Together with many others from the
Christian side, Y. B. Mangunwijaya and Th. Sumartana have done important works
that have decreased Muslim’s suspicion about Christianization. Although worse inter143

religious conflict did occur on an unprecedented scale in the mid-1990s and early
2000s, inter-religious dialogue and cooperation between faith communities also have
improved substantially. In both capacity and scale, inter-religious dialogue in
Indonesia has advanced dramatically since the early 1990s. This chapter will
investigate the intellectual contributions of Mangunwijaya and Sumartana in the field
of inter-religious dialogue.

Y. B. Mangunwijaya’s Life
Yusuf Bilyarta (Y. B.) Mangunwijaya was born to a middle-class secondgeneration Christian family on 6 May 1929 in Ambarawa, Central Java. He had
eleven siblings. His father, Yulianus Sumadi Mangunwijaya, went to a Jesuit school
for teachers in Muntilan and then taught as an elementary school teacher there. His
mother, Serafin Kamdaniyah, went to a Catholic boarding school for women not far
from Muntilan and taught as a kindergarten teacher.382 Especially after the
establishment of the Jesuit school for teachers in 1905 by Dutch missionary Frans van
Lith (1863-1926), Muntilan became a base for a fast growing Catholic community in
Central Java. Mangunwijaya’s parents met and married among this young Catholic
community.383
Mangunwijaya finished his elementary education in 1943 at the school where
his father taught. By that time Indonesia had already spent a year under the Japanese
occupation government. Mangunwijaya’s school was unfortunately closed by the
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Japanese soon afterward.384 To further develop his talents in natural science and
engineering, he went to Semarang to enroll at a well-known engineering vocational
junior high school there. He thrived in class, but felt that learning engineering at a
vocational school made his knowledge about world history, philosophy, social
sciences, and other subjects too poor. Therefore, he moved to Yogyakarta and then
Malang to continue his education in a general senior high school. Interrupted by war
between 1945 and 1949, Mangunwijaya was in and out of school, finishing high
school in 1951 at age twenty-two.
During Mangunwijaya’s school years, the revolutionary war erupted. The
Dutch colonial government returned to Indonesia at the end of World War II to take
over power from the Japanese and refused to recognize the August 1945 declaration
of Indonesian independence. Like many others, Mangunwijaya joined the student
army in Yogyakarta and fought in the guerrilla war. A young man like him would
have lost pride if he did not participate. The army commander in Yogyakarta was
Suharto, who later became president. Mangunwijaya’s main job was to drive a car
delivering logistical needs for the army across Ambarawa, Mranggen, Magelang,
Semarang, and the surrounding areas in Central Java.385 When the war was over,
Mangunwijaya returned to school with pride to pursue his dream as a bright young
man. He wanted to be an engineer with a comfortable family life. Unexpectedly, on an
occasion celebrating the victory of the Indonesian army in 1950, the young
Mangunwijaya listened to a mind-breaking speech by a commander of the student
army, Hayono Isman, who said:
Don’t you call us (the army) heros or flowers of the nation. In the war we were
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trained to hurt and to kill. In the war we burnt down houses. Our hands are bloody.
We got to know and did dirty jobs as a result of the war situation and abnormal
conditions. In fact, we are young people who grew up in an abnormal reality. We
don’t ask for praise. Only one…. Please give us a chance to become normal human
beings. Once again, to become a normal human beings.386

The speech caused a long silence in the audience. For Mangunwijaya, the
effect went even deeper. He couldn’t sleep well for a couple of days and began to
experience a personal crisis about his future. The speech hit his consciousness hard.
What does it mean to be a “normal human being”? Who is a real “hero” of the
revolution? Indonesia had just gained political independence as a nation. However,
the creation of a “normal world” that will keep “bloody hands” and “dirty jobs” away
is another long and difficult journey. It grew increasingly clear to him that those who
lost and sacrificed most in the war were not the army but the common people,
especially the weak. They were the unsung heros.
Mangunwijaya got back to “normal” only after performing a retreat on the
advice of his spiritual mentor, but now he heard a louder “call” from the depth of his
inner self and decided to become a priest. He abandoned his dream to be an architect
and joined a Catholic seminary in Mertoyudan, Magelang, Central Java. For him
being a Ccatholic priest meant he could work not for money and power. He decided
“to pay my debt to the people” by doing service for the weak and the marginalized,
the underdogs in society. Eight years later, after study, first in a minor seminary in
Magelang and then at St. Paul Theological major seminary in Yogyakarta in 1959,
Mangunwijaya was ordained a priest.387 He was the only one from his class who
decided to become a secular priest, not join the Jesuit order. As noted by Karel
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Steenbrink, Mangaunwijaya’s reason is related to the pledge he made when he
decided to become a priest: “Jesuits always work among the elite. They want to teach
at prestigious universities and I wanted to become the pastor of a small parish in a
remote village, stay close with ordinary people.”388 He worked for the Semarang
archdiocese under the leadership of Bishop Mgr. Soegijapranata, the first Indonesian
to become head of a diocese, in 1940.389 As will be discussed later, Soegijapranata
became one of Mangunwijaya’s role models, especially on the position of the Church
in relation to the state and society.390
It was a happy surprise for Mangunwijaya that after being ordained he was
sent by Soegijapranata to the Bandung Institute of Technology to study architecture,
his old passion. After a year in Bandung, he was sent even farther, to Aachen,
Germany for the same purpose. There he met and became friends with Habibie, who
later became third president of Indonesia. With a very limited scholarship, only DM
250 per month, Mangunwijaya had to find his own way to survive, including to have a
place to live. He had three choices: lodging in a parish house with some pastoral
obligations, especially on weekends; free lodging by working as rector at a nuns
convent; and working as un unpaid guard for a kindergarten, with a free room in
exchange for staying in the building as security guard at night and on weekends. He
picked the third option so as have more opportunities to interact with a wider circle of
Indonesian students.391
This preference to live “among the people,” rather than in a secluded
ecclesiastical building, parish, or seminary apparently was Mangunwijaya’s
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inclination from the beginning. According to Steenbrink, this choice of a place to live
was already something of a diaspora, to live among the people, especially the lower
class.392 Mangunwijaya also traveled extensively during his time in Western Europe,
thanks to his wide network with other Indonesian students, most of whom were
Muslims. He even planned to attend a conference in Moscow, the international capital
of communism and center for leftist student movements, but was not allowed to by his
bishop. When Soegijapranata died in the Netherlands in 1963, Mangunwijaya was at
his bedside.393
With his degree from Germany, Mangunwijaya returned to Indonesia in 1967.
Soegijapranata, who had sent him to Germany, was a very nationalist bishop who
wanted to “indigenize” the Indonesian Catholic Church, which was still too colonial,
too Western. He expected that Mangunwijaya’s skill in architecture would help him
later to integrate the church in Java architecturally into Javanese culture.
Coincidentally, after learning that Mangunwijaya was a priest, one of his professors in
Germany, who was actually “anti-Christian,” also suggested that Mangunwijaya
should not “destroy” local culture as the Catholic Church had done in the past.
Instead, he was encouraged to nurture local cultural elements in his works.
Furthermore, the bishop in Semarang who replaced Soegijapranata, Justinus
Darmojuwono, preferred smaller, simple church buildings.
Mangunwijaya was thus combining the advice of his bishops and former
professor when he was assigned to design some churches. He built several beautiful
churches with purely local materials, including Maria Assumpta Catholic Church in
Klaten, Jetis Catholic Church in Yogyakarta, and Cilincing Catholic Church in
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Jakarta. The Sendang Sono pilgrimage site, among his most popular architectural
works,

earned an IAI Award in 1992. Mangunwijaya’s architectural works are

characterized by inclusiveness, without strong boundaries separating them from the
surrounding environment. For him, architecture did not belong only to a particular
group, and therefore it should avoid dividing lines separating “us” and “them.”394
Besides being a rather busy architect, Mangunwijaya also taught as part-time
faculty in the Architecture Department, Gadjah Mada University from 1967 to the
1980s. He taught cultural history of architecture. From this course he published
several important books that were considered authoritative among Indonesian
architects.395 However, as a priest, his main job on his return obviously was to carry
out pastoral work. In 1969 he became a resident priest in the village of Nandan,
Northern Yogya, where he had to live in the convent for Catholic brethren, somewhat
secluded from society. In 1973, he was sent to Buru Island, where communist
prisoners were jailed, many for life, to provide pastoral care for Catholic prisoners.396
Since he felt there was “too much religion” around his parish in the city, in 1978 he
moved to the village of Salam, Magelang, and became part-time leader of training for
lay people there.
After a number of years serving in the parish, Mangunwijaya sent a request to
his bishop to allow him to live among the common people, outside the parish. This
was what he had been looking forward to from the very beginning. He was very
happy when in 1981 his request was granted. Soon he moved to the Code River bank,
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a slum area near Yogyakarta center city inhabited by tricycle drivers, garbage
collectors, sand gatherers, prostitutes, gamblers, thieves, and other impoverished
people. Around that time, the slum area where they lived was flooded and the city
administration planned to relocate them just outside the city. The local government
wanted to get rid of these destitute people close to the starred hotels and tourist area
and transform the location into a green line area. Together with these marginalized
people, Mangunwijaya protested the plan. Assisted by some of his students at Gadjah
Mada University, he worked to rehabilitate the slum area into an attractive place
worth living in, with a good sanitary system, decent small public space, and a simple
library. He rebuilt the houses into simple but functionally very efficient structures and
an art complex. More importantly, he helped to instill a sense of confidence and pride
among the people.397 “One thing that should be developed among the lower class
people is a sense of dignity,” he once said.398
It was not an easy job. Due to the mounting pressure by the local authority,
Mangunwijaya lived there daily to give physical support for the people and resist the
government’s plan. He even pledged to start a hunger strike if the government ignored
their protest.399 Not only did the government finally give in, due to the architectural
quality of the housing complex, but Mangunwijaya was presented with an
internationally prestigious Agha Khan Award in 1992 for his incredible work. For
Mangunwijaya, however, the Code River got the award, not because of its physical
building, the architecture but because of the community.400 He donated the money
from the award as a public fund for the people in the area. He lived there for six years
397
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until 1986. When the system he helped was working properly and the people were
able to manage themselves, he decided to find another place to serve. “I don’t want to
be a godfather,” he said.401 According to A. Supratiknya, one of his colleagues,
Mangunwijaya constantly moved around and never stayed in the same place too long.
This reflects Mangunwijaya’s trust in the people he helped that eventually they could
build a better life on their own.402
From the Code River bank, he moved to Grigak, a poor, dry, and mountainous
village in a remote coastal area of Gunung Kidul, some 40 kilometers southeast of
Yogyakarta. He built a school and a much needed public water supply system for the
people. He used the money from his book royalties and some donations from his
friends to build the water system. However, he made sure that the local people
participated in every step of the process.403 Mangunwijaya lived in Grigak until the
water system worked.
In 1986-1994 he assisted the peasants of Kedung Ombo, Central Java, to fight
for their rights against the New Order regime. In the name of modernization during
Suharto period, lower-class people were often sacrificed. In 1985, the government
started a huge dam in Kedung Ombo area for a hydroelectric generator and irrigation
system. Thousands of people in the 37 neighboring villages were forced to relocate.
Their land was purchased at a very low price, Rp 500 per square meter, the price of a
pack of cigarettes at that time.404 Under heavy military pressure, most people had no
choice but to leave. However, about 600 households would not give up, although their
village was isolated and half drowned by the rising water. Mangunwijaya was there to
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teach school children who were left by their teachers, help building vital public
facilities, attract public and media attention, and provide legal aid. He would don
camouflage to get in and out of the location. He was terrorized and accused of being a
communist agent, the worst stigma during the New Order time. Since most of the
people in Kedung Ombo (as well as those in the Code River bank, Grigak, and other
places where he had lived) were Muslims, Mangunwijaya was frequently accused of
Christianization.

When

Emil

Salim,

minister

of

the

environment,

asked

Mangunwijaya about the rumor, he replied “I am happy that you ask me directly, but
you can go and speak with the people yourself to find the truth. I help them as a cocitizen and I don’t care about their religion.”405
Not only did Mangunwijaya work to convert people to Christianity, in Kedung
Ombo he even helped the Muslims build their mosque.406 After Hammam Ja’far, an
authoritative Muslim scholar in Central Java, joined and supported what
Mangunwijaya did, he decided not to pay any more attention to the accusation of
Christianization. The dam was officially operated in 1991, but the settlement for the
people was not resolved until the fall of Suharto in 1998, and even until today.407
When his physical health was declining and his mobility was limited, Mangunwijaya
still maintained warm communication with his people there. In the last letter he wrote
to the people in Kedung Ombo, he reminded them to stay strong in the struggle for
justice without doing violence. “Violence cannot be overcome by another violence,
since it will only result in the satanic circle of violence.”408
Mangunwijaya was also a prolific writer. Besides writing comments on
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diverse topics related to the public interest, he wrote eight novels, some of which won
national and international awards. His first novel, Burung-Burung Manyar (The
Weaverbirds) was published in 1981. The story was about the period of revolution,
1945-1949, when the author joined the guerrilla war as a teenager against the Dutch
colonial ruler. Through the eyes of Teto, a Eurasian boy, as the main character, the
novel portrayed human struggle in the war situation. Unlike many Indonesian “war
novels” that portray a heroic epic of the revolutionary war, in his story Mangunwijaya
debunked the widespread myth of heroism.409 He espoused intellectual and diplomatic
struggle instead of physical struggle, holding a defining role for the Indonesian
independence. In particular, the role of Sutan Sjahrir, a former Indonesian “socialist”
prime minister, was featured. The idealism of the early period of the republic, a
recurring theme in Mangunwijaya’s writing, was strongly articulated in this novel.
Since its perspective was considered potentially dangerous to the spirit of patriotism
and nationalism, in 1982 Burung-Burung Manyar was dropped from the nomination
list for an award by the Department of Education. The following year, however, the
book was selected as the best literary work of the year and won the Southeast Asian
Writer Award from Queen Sirikit of Thailand.410
Through his writing, Mangunwijaya was well known as an intellectual who
always spoke up critically against the falsification of history by the New Order
regime. As noted by Steenbrink, the main characters in his novels are always
complicated. Sometimes they are timid individuals who make the wrong choice. They
are always part of the oppressed party or at least can be identified with such a group.
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His other novel published in 1981 was Romo Rahadi (Father Rahadi), subtitled
A Psychological Novel of Uncertainty. Since the main character is a Catholic father,
readers might wonder whether the book is actually an autobiography, at least in some
parts. Rahadi is described as a young priest who has a warm feeling about a girl in his
neighborhood, Rosi, but decides to continue his seminary studies and practice
celibacy. After his ordination to the priesthood, he continues his studies in Vienna,
where he meets a very attractive young Eurasian woman, Hilda.411 Rahadi again
struggles not to give up his decision to be a priest. On his return to Indonesia, he is
caught in a personal crisis and uncertainty. He travels from Java to the remote area of
Irian Jaya, sent by his bishop to study the tribal societies there. Personally, however,
he uses the trip as an opportunity to make a decision about his priesthood. During that
time, he again meets Rosi, who now works as a medical doctor, whereas Hilda arrives
as an anthropologist with her team for ethnographic research. Unfortunately, the
group is kidnapped by tribe members who want to restore their old religion, which
includes sexual promiscuity rituals. Although the group is rescued, Hilda dies.412 The
book has an open ending witha strong indication that finally Rahadi sticks to his first
decision. In this novel, Mangunwijaya indicates his personal assessment about local
cultures; some are praised, others are considered unacceptable. Above all, he
describes through Rahadi’s psychological struggle how “being religious” requires
much more than just “having religion.” I will come back to this topic in the next
section.
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Two years later, Mangunwijaya published Ikan-ikan Hiu, Ido, Homa, using a
much earlier period as the setting. The novel portrayed the Western expansion period
in the early seventeenth century, when the Dutch tried to take over the Portuguese
spice trade in the Moluccan islands. Both of them had to win the support from Ternate
and Tidore, the two most powerful Muslim sultanates in the area. Mangunwijaya did
not present the story as a contest between the West and the East or between the
Christians and the Muslims. Rather, he used the Marxian dialectical perspective of
seeing the development of history consisting of exploitation of the poor by the rich.
He elaborated the debates around the cooperation between the Muslims of Ternate
and the non-Muslim Dutch. Due to the long history of conflicts between the people of
Ternate and Tidore, both sultanates eventually asked for help from a European
political ally.413 The main characters of the novel are the widow of the village head on
Halmahera Island and a teenaged boy, the only survivors of a bloody attack by the
soldiers of Ternate. Through their eyes readers are brought to witness the fall of the
Portuguese empire and the rise of Dutch colonialism as well as the political alliance
among the native leaders in the area. For Mangunwijaya, reality is always complex,
far from a simple dichotomy of right and wrong, black and white, us and them,
religious people versus the infidels. His sentences are sometime long and
complicated.

“Because

reality

itself

is

complicated,

not

simple,

always

multidimensional,” he once said.414
The Mataram sultanate history in the seventeenth century was presented in his
widely read trilogy, Roro Mendut, Genduk Duku, Lusi Lindri. Using the perspective
of a woman as the main character, the three novels looked at the history of the coming
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of Arab Muslims and Dutch colonial powers. Mangunwijaya wrote the stories based
on popular Javanese theater kethoprak, the Javanese court chronicle Babad Tanah
Jawi, and Western historical documents. In these books, too, he gave most attention to
lower-class people in the power contestat under the colonial system. As noted by
Steenbrink, the Arabs and Muslims of the North coast are described as intransigent
and fanatic people:
Many religious scholars disliked the world view of people like Wiroguno [the court
official who “received” Roro Mendut as his bride], who still adhered too much to the
traditions of the heathen kingdom of Majapahit. But Java is indeed different from
Arabia. Foreign doctrines could not enter as such the noble territory of Mataram.
They had first to become Javanized and only after that they could serve as a source of
grace [rahmat] for the people.415

Through the novel, Mangunwijaya had enough space to critically present his
perspective on relationship between Islam and the Javanese society, including power
contestation and conflicts such as his description below:
The student of Sunan Tembayat will always consider these mountaineers as people
without culture, without tradition or religion, vulgar robbers and heathen bandits. It
has to be acknowledged that the people of Wanawangsa were not ready to imitate the
foreigners, who proudly walked in their long white robes, counting the beads of their
rosaries, conversing in smooth Arabic. The women of Gunung Kidul walked around
free, without lacing their full breasts, gift of God, the Bringer of Life. Their most
favourite performances still were the noisy shadow plays with leather puppets, where
the stories of Mahabharata and Ramayana were shown, heathen histories in the eyes
of the fanatic Muslim students, who were not willing or able to understand the deeper
meaning of these magnificent legends. The inhabitants of Luwak Luweng and
Peparing did not use the same style of music and theatre, but could this be enough
reason to denounce other people as heathen, drinking from another source?416

In many of his novels, Mangunwijaya’s take on history in fact reflects his
concern about the present situation and obviously also about the future. His story
about the tension between the formalist Muslims and the resistant Javanese was
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related to the deeper re-Islamization of Java and its problems in the 1980s.417 Under
the New Order’s strict censorship that prohibited public discussion on such SARA
issues, the novel played a very strategic role.
Mangunwijaya had a very strong commitment to education, especially
elementary education. He strongly believed that the entire education system of a
particular country is very much determined by the quality of its elementary education.
By emphasizing economic growth and market orientation, for him the New Order
regime has catastrophically sacrificed children and young people through the
institution of school. Instead of educating young people to nourish their intellectual
capability, school had become an institution of training to serve the market. The
current Indonesian system of education only produced a generation of imitators with
poor vision about the future, even about their own selves. Schools and universities
functioned not so much to develop students’ intellectual creativity and skills for their
future. Instead, they became institutions for brainwashing and social engineering and
produced servants of bureaucracy and capitalist industries. The university education
system especially was increasingly expensive so that only the rich could afford it,
while poor families were further marginalized. He liked to compare how the founding
fathers generation of the country could make great achievement at international level
during their young age although many of them were not even university graduates.
Mangunwijaya’s favorite “hero,” Sutan Sjahrir was only senior high school graduate.
However, he was a brilliant leader and intellectual who made great success as
Indonesian representative and then as prime minister in international diplomacy.
Adam Malik, a former Indonesian vice president and prominent diplomat was only
elementary school graduate. Both Ki Hajar Dewantara, the first Minister of Education
417
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and General Sudirman, the first commander in chief of Indonesian Army, as well as
many other great leaders of their generation never received university education, but
they made great achievement for the country. Although those early generation was
trained in colonial system of education, they were taught by great humanist teachers
who valued education as liberating process of becoming independent individuals
through the development of scientific exploration and critical thinking. Education in
the past was understood and practiced as emancipation process through which
individuals become human beings with capability and vision to overcome challenges
before them. Mangunwijaya criticized that the New Order’s system of education was
much more like factory that only produced ready-to-use individuals.418 However,
Mangunwijaya was not only busy cursing the darkness. Together with concerned
educators and social activists, in 1987 he founded Dinamika Edukasi Dasar (DED –
The Dynamics of Elementary Education), an independent research institution on
elementary education, to “light the candles” in order to improve the deteriorating
schooling system in the country. Through this institution, as noted by Th. Sumartana,
Mangunwijaya has become loud speaker for necessity of better education for the
lower class people.419 Since 1994 DED also established “experimental school” for
elementary education that flourish and well-managed until today under the leadership
of his colleagues. During his lifetime, Mangunwijaya especially focused on educating
children from the poor and marginalized families like that in Code River bank, Grigak
and Kedung Ombo. He always referred to the ideal of the nation’s founding fathers on
the responsibility to educate the next generation to become individuals with critical
capability to evaluate, speak, decide and act as emancipated, independent and
418
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responsible citizens.420
Mangunwijaya wished to die a “good death,” as an elementary school teacher,
among friends, or while doing his work as educator. On 10 February 1999 his wish
came true. He passed away due to a heart attack during a coffee break in a conference
on education, surrounded by his best friends and people who had been inspired by his
ideas. Over a thousand people, including President Habibie and many of his cabinet
members, paid tribute when Mangaunwijaya’s body rested in Jakarta. A huge crowd
from all walks of life, artists, journalists, intellectuals, religious leaders, politicians, as
well as lower-class people from Code River, Kedung Ombo, and other communities,
came to bid a last farewell when he was buried in Yogyakarta. Muslim, Hindu,
Buddhist, and other non-Christian leaders joined and offered prayers for his departure.
Jennifer Lindsay noted: “As it was a Friday, the end of the mass coincided with sholat
jumat [Muslim Friday prayer]. Before the procession to the cemetery, Romo Mangun
[Mangunwijaya]'s coffin was brought out to the churchyard, and Islamic prayers were
offered by a large group gathered there. It was a remarkable scene.”421 A twokilometer line of mourners lined the street when his body was carried to the
cemetery.422
In 1990 Mangunwijaya wrote a testament in front Mgr. Julius Darmaatmaja,
archbishop of Samarang, Instead of being buried or cremated, in which he requested
the church to allow him to donate his bodyto the medical school of any university
close to the place where he died. He wished to benefit others through scientific
research, even after his death. However, Mgr. Ignatius Suharyo, the archbishop in
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Semarang declined his wish.423 Due to his commitment for the weak and the
marginalized, he was remembered as “Father for the Poor.” A close friend,
Abdurrahman Wahid preferred to call him “Father for the Nation” (Bapak Bangsa).

Y. B. Mangunwijaya on Diaspora Church and Inter-Religious Dialogue
Much more like Abdurrahman Wahid, Y. B. Mangunwijaya was not a
systematic thinker. In Th. Sumartana’s terms, he was a “generalist” who saw that
every problem is interconnected and relational, so dialogue and cooperation are
always necessary to find proper solution for any problem.424 His main concern was
praxis, how to transform reality rather than just understand or explain it. For
Mangunwijaya, as seen by Abdurrahman Wahid, fancy theology, no matter how
sophisticated its formulation, will be useless if it cannot be seen or inapplicable in
action.425 Action and reflection should be treated as two faces of the same coin. With
regard to his personal turning point after the mind-breaking speech by Hayono Islam
discussed in the previous section, for Mangunwijaya, response to the “call” to
priesthood was a manifestation of his faith to act in order to make human beings
human beings. Faith therefore is action, not just statement.426 Faith is commitment to
God and to humanity in action. In the context of Indonesia as a young nation
overwhelmed with so many dehumanizing problems, being a true Christian meant
being a true Indonesian. Faith and nationalism and humanism are mutually inclusive,
not exclusive. In this case, Soegijapranata (1896-1963) was an ideal figure who by
example set the right path for true Christians in Indonesia. Due to his commitment to
God and to fellow human beings, for Mangunwijaya, Soegijapranata made
423
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fundamental historical contributions to the relationship between the Catholic Church
and Indonesian nationalism.
As pointed out by Mujiburrahman, Mangunwijaya divided the history of the
Catholic Church in Indonesia into three periods.427 During the first period, in the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, Catholicism was brought by the Spanish and
Portuguese. Under the patronage of the Portuguese St. Francis Xavier, S.J. (1506-52),
baptized thousands (tens of thousands?) of people in Eastern part of Indonesia—
Ambon, Ternate, and Northeast Halmahera. Some of them converted through
persuasion, others through violence. Religious fanaticism characterized almost all
religious communities during that period, according to Mangunwijaya. He wrote
further that:
This happened due to the fact that religion had close connection with political,
economic and cultural power of a certain ethnic group or nation. In this regards, we
should sadly recognize historical facts that in comparison to the Protestants, the
Muslims, let alone the Hindus and the Buddhists, the Catholics in general is a
428
champion in religious fanaticism and violence in the name of religion.

This colonial experience, according to Mangunwijaya, caused historical
trauma among the non-Christians, especially Muslims. Mangunwijaya remembered
how M. Natsir of DDII called it the “3M strategy”: first came the merchants, then the
military, then the missionaries. Mangunwijaya admitted that the “3M” strategy
reflected the triangle of imperialism and colonialism during the Francis Xavier era.
Understandably, it has been the source of mutual suspicion between Indonesian
Muslims and Christians until today.
In the second half of the nineteenth century, the Spanish and Portuguese
fanaticism of the previous period was replaced by a more sympathetic Catholicism
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brought by the Dutch missionaries. Through social services such as education and
health assistance, the Dutch missionaries invited the indigenous people to embrace
Christianity while improving their standard of life. The early converts were mostly
trained by the Dutch missionaries. Soegijapranata, Mangunwijaya’s role model, was
one of them. During the Japanese occupation period, when most bishops were jailed,
Soegijapranata was the only indigenous bishop allowed to work. In the absence of
priests and lack of connection with the Dutch masters, Soegijapranata and a number
of common people worked together to keep and develop the Catholic Church. It is
worth noting that during the revolutionary period between 1945 and 1950, the
Catholic Church worked together with the Muslims to fight the Dutch for Indonesian
independence. For Mangun, Soegijapranata’s decisions to let laypeople play an
important role and to cooperate with the Muslims were excellent achievements in the
history of the Catholic Church in the country. This very positive development even
predated the decrees of the Second Vatican Council on the same issues. This is
Soegijapranata’s important contribution.
Unfortunately, after the revolutionary war, the Catholic Church gradually
returned to its previous mistake by cooperating with the existing authoritarian power.
This was very clear during the New Order period. The Catholic-backed CSIS and
disproportionately large numbers of the Catholics in the New Order’s cabinet and
bureaucracy during the 1970s and 1980s made the mutual suspicion even worse. The
creation of a secret group of Khasebul by Joop Beek as a strategy to counter
communism, but which then targeted Muslims as a “potential enemy,” was another
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move that caused further mutual misunderstanding.429 Especially during the New
Order, instead of preferring the weak and the poor, the Catholic Church sided more
with the elite and the rich. Catholic schools and universities also became accessible
mostly to the middle and upper class. For Mangunwijaya, "both the shepherd and the
lamb fall into a very stupid strategy of hostility toward, or at least not having friendly
feelings for, the Muslims—an attitude that would seem very odd to Albertus
Soegijapranata, the father of the Catholic movement. This was truly a deviation from
Nostra aetate, the Second Vatican Council Declaration on the Relation of the Church
with Non-Christian Religions, that Catholics are supposed to respect and cooperate
with Muslims. In relation to the widespread inter-religious violence in the mid-1990s,
Mangunwijaya argued that if some tiny minority of Muslims acted badly against
Christians by burning churches in some cities, then Catholics should blame
themselves as well, for Christians should be aware of the mistakes they made during
the thirty years under the New Order. If the Catholics want to eliminate Muslim
suspicion and carry out the true mission of the Church, they should learn seriously
from Soegijapranata.
As with the mission, Mangunwijaya followed Soegijapranata, who suggested
that “The duty of the Catholics is not to baptize people. It is the business of the Holy
Spirit. The duty of the Catholics is how to improve the quality of Indonesia as a
nation and state.”430 The parameter of achievement is not how many people converted
to Catholicism, but whether the principle of justice and freedom were upheld.
Mangunwijaya also strongly believed that salvation indeed can be found outside the
Church and that the Holy Spirit also guides people outside the church. What does it
429
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mean to the Catholic Church? If there is indeed salvation outside the Church, then the
Catholics should prove that the Church still has meaning at all.431
For Mangunwijaya, this is fully consistent with the decrees of the Second
Vatican Council in 1962-1965, under Pope John XIII, which resulted in a remarkable
switch and radical redefinition of mission. Before the Second World War, the
orientation of mission was to baptize as many followers as possible, like an expansion
of quantity. After the Second Vatican Council, the orientation of the Church mission
was more on quality, whether the Church serves the people to improve their quality of
life, without necessarily baptizing them. Unlike the position of the Christian leaders
who attended the failed 1967 Consultative Meeting, Mangunwijaya suggested that the
Catholics were not required by the Bible to spread Catholicism among the
overwhelmingly Muslim communities such as the Acehnese, Minangs, Muslim
Bataks, Sundanese, Madurese, or Hindu Balinese, Halmaheran, and many others
along most of the coastal areas across the country.432 After the Second Council, the
Catholic Church focuses more on fundamental issues, especially world’s peace, social
justice, moral values and humanities. These are the fundamental responsibilities of the
Church. It was in this spirit that in the 1960s, Asian bishops, including from
Indonesia, met in Hongkong and agreed that Asian church was redefined as the
Church for the poor. The preferential of the poor of the Asian church didn’t mean that
they were opposed the rich, but they take priority to help the poor, the underprivileged
that deserve more attention.433
Faith, action and humanity indeed are key terms to understand
Mangunwijaya’s religious ideas. For him, “it is very easy to pray. The most important
431
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thing, however, is to do justice to defend the weak and to create solidarity with those
who suffer.”434 Obviously, Mangunwijaya has fundamental difference with the
formalist in his theological praxis. For him, the most important factor in the life of a
believer is not religion, but faith and righteousness, that is “religiosity.” Many people
embrace religion, but they are not religious. On the contrary, there are many people
who have no religion, but they are religious.435 Religion and religiosity are not
identical. Religion is a formal dimension, as manifested in the forms of rituals,
customs, organizations, buildings, collectivity, social institutions etc. Whereas
religiosity, faith, is the substance, it is universal. Religions are different, but
religiosity is essentially the same. What really matters therefore is good work, real
attitude towards fellow human being, especially those who suffer.436 “Being religious”
therefore is completely different than “having religion” as presented in the
psychological struggle of Mangunwijaya’s character in Father Rahadi. In
Abdurrahman Wahid’s view, this is another Mangunwijaya’s important contribution.
“Being religious,” translating faith into action beyond the formal aspect of religion,
has enabled Mangunwijaya, and many others, to be engaged meaningfully in interreligious dialogue and to exchange insights in creating a better world for all.437 By
making distinction between “being religious” and “having religion,” Mangunwijaya
refused religious formalism that emphasizes on demarcation line between “us” and
“them” and causes all kinds of distortion in inter-relations between human beings.
Through the distinction, Mangunwijaya reemphasized the prophetic function of
religion to liberate human beings from any type of exploitation. Furthermore, this
understanding presupposes the unity of human beings with a shared ideal of universal
434
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humanity.438 In his book Sastra dan Religiositas, Mangunwijaya argued that, the
essentially universal religiosity is found in all different religions. However, religious
believers can achieve religiosity only through a consistent self-internalization process
in their daily life.439 Religiosity works not through concepts (brain), but through
experience

and

self-internalization

that

precede

analysis

and

conceptual

formulation.440 That is why praxis is very important.
As noted by Wahid, Mangunwijaya was also a staunch critic of feudalism,
including its manifestation in the Catholic Church.441 His historical novels, as well as
his discussion on the Indonesian national hero, clearly showed his anti-feudalism.
Feudalism here is understood as a worldview by which people are seen and treated
differently in accordance with definite social stratification. Mangunwijaya sadly
described how in the Javanese context, or in Indonesia in general, the Catholic Church
and her priests increasingly displayed themselves as part of the aristocratic culture,
including the use of Javanese aristocratic titles and dress by the priest in rituals. The
adoption of feudalism consequently put the Church among the rich and the powerful,
rather than taking care of the poor, the weak, and the marginalized as taught by
Jesus.442
Alternatively, Mangunwijaya proposed his idea of diaspora Church, a
nonterritorially bound church with less hierarchical leadership and based on solidarity
and mutual love rather than formal relations. The idea is uncommon not only in
Indonesia, but also in the Christian world in general. However, Mangunwijaya
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believed this is the kind of Church of the early Christians.443 The concept of Diaspora
Church itself was initially introduced by Karl Rahner to serve what he called “the
Christians of the future” who live across the globe and unevenly distributed. Rahner
wrote, “they (the Christians of the future) will be Christians only because of their act
of faith attained in a difficult struggle and perpetually achieved anew. Everywhere
will be diaspora and the diaspora will be everywhere.” Diaspora church fits these
diaspora communities.444 Although there is no mention in Mangunwijaya’s writing
about Rahner, I agree with Mujiburrahman that quite possibly developed his idea on
the diaspora Church based on Rahner.445
As demonstrated by Mangunwijaya’s work in serving lower-class people in
different places, the diaspora Church pays more attention to serving the people in
creating a just and peaceful world than to the hierarchical structure of the Church and
her formal Christian mission. This is exactly what he did in Code River bank, in the
remote dry village of Grigak, among the marginalized peasants of Kedung Ombo, and
elswehere. Due to its less hierarchical leadership, diaspora Church also gives more
room for the role of laypeople as promoted by the the Second Vatican Council. At the
same time, diaspora Church is inclusive both in working with and in serving needy
people, regardless of their religious background. Diaspora church as developed by
Mangunwijaya is distinctly praxis-oriented, where action and reflection are
simultaneous and faith is a commitment to God and to fellow human beings in action.
Not surprisingly, Mangunwijaya was very receptive to liberation theology, initially
developed by Latin American Christians. In a way, as indicated by Steenbrink,
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Mangunwijaya’s diaspora Church is an Indonesian form of liberation theology.446
Due to his choice, Mangunwijaya frequently stood in the opposite side of the
ruler and mainstream religious authority both inside and outside Christian institutions.
As pointed out in the discussion of his novels, he was not discouraged from launching
necessary criticism against Islamic formalism that caused increasing tension between
Muslims and non-Muslims. He also joined Abdurrahman Wahid’s Democracy Forum
to counter the increasing sectarianism after the establishment of ICMI in 1990. While
the New Order was anxiously “policing the boundaries” of religious pluralism for the
sake of political stability by creating the policy of SARA, Mangunwijaya treated
religious pluralism as an opportunity to build humanitarian solidarity among the
marginalized to fight against injustice. For him, it is through humanity that we find
our path to God, instead of the other way around.
In serving others, Mangunwijaya never self-identified himself as a Catholic
priest. However, he did his service as a priest to implement Catholic teaching. From
the very beginning, he decided to become a priest in order to dedicate his life totally
to serving his fellow human beings, especially the weak. When he decided to serve a
particular community, however, his priority was not based on the religious association
of the people and his mission was not proselytization. For him, tolerance is translated
as mutual respect and cooperation between different religious people in overcoming
fundamental problems of society. In this case, he truly practiced inter-religious
dialogue without naming it as such. All these elements are consistent with his
distinction of “being religious,” as more important than “having religion.”
In any case, through real inter-religious dialogue and cooperation, he
demonstrated what it means to “be religious”: commitment to social justice, liberation
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Steenbrink, “Y. B. Mangunwijaya’s Blueprint,” p. 27.

168

and emancipation of fellow human beings, peaceful coexistence, universal humanism,
and moral principles. Above all, his “diaspora Church” and inclusive orientation in
social services repositioned Christians in a very positive relation to the state and
Muslims, as well as other religious communities, so that the Muslim suspicion of
Christianization and global Christian conspiracy gradually decreased at significant
level.

Th. Sumartana’s Life
Th. Sumartana was born on 15 October 1944 in Banjarnegara, Central Java, as
a fourth generation Christian. According to Karel Steenbrink, his great-grandfather
was a follower of Kiyai Sadrach, the founder of an independent Javanese Christian
church.447 Kiyai Sadrach or Sadrach Supranoto (1840-1924) himself converted from
Islam and founded his congregation after being excommunicated by the foreign
Christian missionaries due to his autonomous and “syncretic” teachings.448 Sadrach
became one of Sumartana’s favorite figures as representative of indigenous and
independent Javanese Protestants. Sumartana grew up in Yogyakarta after his family
moved to the city when he was a year old. His father, Sipar Moeljoatmojo, and his
mother, Soewarni, worked as paramedical staff for Dr. Pryus in Petronella (now
Bethesda) Christian Hospital in Yogyakarta. Due to his parents’ relatively good
position, Sumartana enjoyed a wide circle of encounters among the Javanese and
Dutch families from a young age. Being sharp and critical, he was often engaged in
debate with his father on Christian teachings considered irrelevant or out of date in
447
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Sumartana’s eyes. Although he was very active in church as a youth, he somewhat
increasingly “distanced” himself from formal church organization in his adult life. In
his view, regular church attendance, reading the Bible, and praying as symbolic ritual
cannot guarantee the religious quality of a Christian. He preferred to be occupy
himself with social and humanitarian works in overcoming fundamental problems of
society.449
After finishing senior high school in Yogyakarta, Sumartana went to Jakarta
Higher School of Theology (STT Jakarta) for theological studies. The school was
founded in Bogor in 1934, among others, by Hendrik Kraemer (1888-1965), a leading
Dutch missionary whose exclusivist ideas were opposed by Sumartana. From its
inception until the 1990s, STT Jakarta was the most important center of excellence
among Protestant theological colleges in the country. Some of its professors, such as
T. B. Simatupang, Latuihamallo, and others, were also members of the Indonesian
cabinet and parliament or held important positions in the bureaucracy. In the postindependence period, many of its graduates also became prominent national leaders.
Simatupang, a former army general during the Sukarno period and a brilliant
Christian thinker, had a very special position in Sumartana’s heart. From Simatupang,
Sumartana learned the importance of dialogue and intellectual enterprise in creating
positive relations among different religions to avoid a possible repetition of the 1965
tragedy.450 Sumartana was also inspired by Simatupang’s ideas on relationship
between the Church and the society. Based on Karl Barth’s critical theology, starting
in the late 1950s, together with J. Verkuyl, Latuihamallo, and Yap Thian Hien,
Simatupang laid foundational thought to articulate the Church’s concerns in the
449
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society. In the hot debate in the late 1950s between the Islamic and the nationalist
group on the foundation of the state, Simatupang developed his argument on the
relationship between faith and politics.451 Despite the fact that Simatupang still could
not free himself from “Islamophobia,” for Sumartana Simatupang was not imprisoned
by the strict religious exclusivism of his predecessor, Hendrik Kraemer.452
Sumartana graduated from STT Jakarta in 1972, writing a thesis entitled
“Soal-Soal Theologis dalam Pertemuan Antar-Agama” (Theological Problems in
Inter-Religious Encounter) under the supervision of W. B. Sidjabat, whose name has
already been mentioned several times. During Sumartana’s study years at STT Jakarta
in the late 1960s, inter-religious conflict came to the national stage for the first time
since independence, as seen in the Meulaboh case, Makassar riot, and other smaller
incidents. The increasing Christian-Muslim tension and conflict encouraged
Sumartana to engage deeper in inter-religious dialogue, a rare topic at that time. In a
time when inter-religious relations were characterized mostly by monologue during
the 1960s and the common claim that dialogue was something imported from the
West, Sumartana was encouraged to examine the “historical roots” of both practices
and ideas from the local treasure that would help the development of genuine interreligious dialogue in an Indonesian context.453
After finishing at STT Jakarta, he took further study in inter-religious dialogue
in Geneva (1972-1973). He worked as editor of theology for a Christian publisher
BPK Gunung Mulia (1972-1975). He also worked for the Institute for Research and
Study under the Indonesian Council of Churches (DGI/PGI) between 1975 and 1982.
Together with other open-minded thinkers in the DGI, such as Olaf Schumann and J.
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Garang, Sumartana initiated an annual seminar on studies of world’s religions
(Seminar Agama-Agama; SAA) since 1981 to serve the needs of students at
theological colleges as well as the Church organization in general. The annual
conference was aimed at promoting theological reform toward reconciliation with the
Muslims and other religious communities through finding a “common platform” and
solving shared problems in society.454
Although not held every year, the SAA is still periodically organized by the
PGI.455 As illustration, the following are examples of the SAA topics. The topic for
the first SAA in 1981 was “Islam as seen from various aspects,” presented by Harun
Nasution, a professor of Islamic Philosophy at the State Islamic University Jakarta.
The topic for the second SAA in 1982 was “The current development of Islamic
thought and movement in Indonesia,” presented by Abdurrahman Wahid. who
discussed current books by modernist and neomodernist Muslims. The topic for the
third SAA in 1983 was “Islamic view on society,” presented by Harun Nasution and
T. B. Simatupang with particular focus on Muslim-Christian dialogue in relation to
the Indonesian state. Through critical discussion at SAA sessions, participants are
encouraged to understand that different religions in fact share similar agenda, namely
the good will to solve basic human problems. Therefore, if there is inter-religious
conflict in the process, it means those religions have rejected their own “call.”456
Sumartana went to the Netherlands in 1982 to take graduate studies. He got
his Ph.D. from the Free University in Amsterdam in 1991,with a dissertation entitled
“Mission at the Crossroads: Indigenous Churches, European Missionaries, Islamic
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Association and Socioreligious Change in Java 1812-1936.”457 The dissertation was
his intellectual endeavor to trace the “historical roots” of dialogue in the Indonesian
experience in the past. In this case, Kartini (1879-1904), a bright, open-minded
Javanese Muslim princess who eventually became the symbol of Indonesian women’s
emancipation movement, was seen by Sumartana as a pioneer of inter-religious
dialogue in the country.458
According to Sumartana, Kartini espoused important intellectual insights that
went far beyond the horizon of her time. As a committed Muslim, she believed in one
God, the God of all human beings and all religions.459 For her, all religions are the
same. No single religion is better than another. All religions are paths to God, ways to
Goodness.460 Through extensive personal correspondence with her Dutch friends on a
wide spectrum of issues, for her, tolerance was not understood as passive mutual
coexistence between religions.461 She was engaged in inter-religious dialogue in a
very inclusive way. She wished to have inter-religious cooperation for real
humanitarian objectives.462 She believed that religion should play an important role in
solving fundamental problems of the people such as massive backwardness and
poverty in her society.463 Kartini was a committed Muslim. However, her
commitment did not prevent her from engaging open and sincere dialogue with other
people and being critical of her own tradition. A victim of polygamous marriage, she
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questioned whether Islam justified male self-egocentrism.464
For her, the essence of religion is ethics. Sumartana wrote further:
Kartini saw religions not from their teachings, but from their function in society to
influence the behavior and deeds of their adherents. She did not see the need to
support competition and conflict between religions based on advantages, beauty and
superiority of a certain religion over another religion. There is no religion that teaches
wickedness, except if that religion is manipulated and misdirected by its own
adherents. Kartini’s attention was directed to human beings, the adherents of the
religion, and to the deeds of its adherents. If there are criticisms, they must be directed
to the person and not to the religion. When a person’s attitude is fanatical, intolerant
and insulting, it is not caused by the religion he embraces, but because the person’s
attitude is narrow, likes to insult, and is not able to hold a tolerant attitude towards the
faith of another.465

Kartini, was a proponent of dialogue who dared to openly listen to others. For
Sumartana, Kartini can be categorized as a “pluralist” who was not nervous with
diversity of faiths. Her ideas and practices are “historical roots” for the current interreligious dialogue in Indonesia.
On his return, together with his friends across religious boundaries such as
Abdurrahman Wahid, Djohan Effendi, Daniel Dhakidae, Eka Darmaputra, and many
others, Sumartana established an organization focusing on interfaith issues called
Interfidei, the first of its kind in Indonesia. The establishment of Interfidei was the
realization of Sumartana’s dream since his college years,further developed after his
study in Geneva and fundamentally shaped in the Netherlands among his fellow
reformed-minded Christians.
Sumartana considered Kiyai Sadrach his most inspiring spiritual teacher when
he established Interfidei in 1991. He adopted the spirit of Sadrach as “independent
Christian,” regardless of misrecognition by the mainstream religious community as
heretical. From the very beginning, Sumartana also refused the general assumption
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that the right Christianity is the “mainstream” Western version. The same is the case
with other religions. Interfidei positioned itself as an interfaith center where
independence is very much recognized.466
Besides dedicating his life to interfaith issues through this institution,
Sumartana also taught in several universities, such as Christian Satya Wacana
University (UKSW) in Salatiga in1991-1995, and Gadjah Mada University and State
Islamic University in Yogyakarta.
In the wake of Suharto’s fall in 1998 and amid the euphoria of change,
Sumartana was involved in practical politics for a short time, joining the National
Mandate Party (Partai Amanat Nasional;PAN), founded by Muslim modernist Amin
Rais. After seeing unprecedented inter-religious and inter-ethnic conflicts during the
1990s as a consequence of the political character of the New Order regime, Sumartana
tried to promote his “pluralism agenda” through politics. However, he soon felt
disappointed and went back to his initial position as intellectual and social activist.467
In 2002, together with Asmara Nababan, Sumartana established DEMOS, a
nonprofit organization focusing on democracy and human right issues.468 Sumartana
had a heart attack and died in Bogor on 24 January 2003 at sixty-three. He was
reading a newspaper during a conference break. Together with other democracy and
human rights activists, he was a formulating strategic planner for the newly founded
DEMOS. Several months before his death, in November 2012, Sumartana was also
involved with prominent thinkers among the Indonesian churches to set up the Church
466
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and Society Working Group (Kelompok Kerja Gereja dan Masyarakat; KKGM) to
find a solution for the ecumenical movement in the country, which had met dead ends
for some years.469

Th. Sumartana and His “Theologia Religionum”
Th. Sumartana started his study at Jakarta Higher School of Theology (STT
Jakarta) in the wake of the bloody 1965 tragedy. As discussed in Chapter 2, as soon
as the communists as the “common enemy” were totally defeated by the New Order
regime, among other things by using religious groups in many parts of the country,
the relationship between Muslims and Christians became increasingly antagonistic.
As a student in theology, Sumartana was very much bothered by this negative
development, especially after Muslim-Christian conflicts occurred in Aceh, Makassar,
and Jakarta in the late 1960s, and the New Order government’s use of force after the
failed 1967 Consultative Meeting only postponed the existing problem, instead of
resolving it. From a Christian perspective, Sumartana sought to understand what went
wrong concerning the relationship between Christianity and non-Christian religions,
the position of the Church in society, theological discourse, and historical prejudice
around the issue. He was also wondered about the prospect of inter-religious relations,
the real problems faced by the Indonesian society, and the role religion was supposed
to play in such a context. These concerns eventually led him to a lifelong intellectual
and theological exploration on religious pluralism and inter-religious dialogue, which
he always promoted with passion as a social activist through various means and forms
until his death in 2003.
As already mentioned, Sumartana wrote his BA thesis at STT Jakarta entitled
469
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“Theological Problems in Inter-Religious Encounter.”470 He argued that, from the
Christian side, antagonistic inter-religious relations in Indonesia were very much
influenced by the exclusivist character of Christian theology inherited by the
mainstream churches during colonial time from Western missionaries. By discussing
Hendrik Kraemer’s ideas on the superiority and final truth claim of Christianity over
non-Christian religions in contrast to other progressive Christian theologians and the
shifting context of inter-religious encounters at both national and global levels,
Sumartana pointed out the increasing irrelevance and serious problems caused by such
an exclusivist theology.471 In particular, he discussed Muslim-Christian polemics
during the the late 1960s between Rasjidi, M. Natsir, Hamka and other Muslim
thinkers on the one hand, versus J. Verkuyl, Simatupang, Sidjabat, and other Christian
thinkers on the other hand. The topics of the polemics, which covered theological
doctines such as trinity, original sin, the nature of Jesus, the status of the Bible,
religion-state separation, and the like, in fact were expressions of mutual suspicion
between the two majority groups. The Muslims were worried about Christianization
as religious expansion and the Christians were afraid of the establishment of an
Islamic state. Both sides used the argument of religious tolerance, social harmony,
nationalism, Pancasila, and the 1945 constitution, as well as human rights, to justify
their own position while blaming the other without finding any compromise.
Instead of being involved in such irreconciliable conflict, Sumartana argued
that the Church should find its strategic role by solving basic problems of society
through modernization as promoted by the government. TheChristian church should
be open, take initiative in dialogue, and be willing to redefine the notion of mission.
470
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These are his main ideas in the thesis that became foundation for his further
intellectual enterprises, including his Ph.D. dissertation.
In regard to the increasingly irrelevance and serious problems caused by
exclusivist theology of Christianity, in his other writings, Sumartana recommended
the implementation of the overdue “reorientation of Christianity.” The reorientation is
required to solve the problem of stagnance in theology resulted from three interrelated causes.472 First is the unique history of Indonesian churches that grew up along
with colonialism, so that Christianity is considered identical with colonial (Western)
religion. Second, the development of Christianity in Indonesia was based on a sense
of ethnicity and territoriality that sociologically and culturally resulted in further
negative consequences. Third was strong influence of the western theological
inheritance widely adopted in church practice. Consequently, most Indonesian
theologians, consciously or not, are co-opted by this “central-peripherial relations”
paradigm.473 In Sumartana’s opinion, Indonesian Christianity is characterized by an
anti-peasant, anti-labor, anti-intellectual, pro-West (lack of independence). and
intolerant spirit, especially toward Islam.474 These are among the reasons for
stagnancy in Christian theology that has made it incapable of properly responding to
the changing world.
Among what he called “colonial inheritance” is the strong influence of
Christian exclusivism à la Hendrik Kraemer, which fails to understand “empirical
Islam.” Kramer was a student of Snouck Hurgronje (1857-1936) at Leiden University
in Indology. He earned his Ph,D, in 1921 after thoroughly studying Javanese Islamic
texts and was sent to the East Indies (Indonesia) by the Dutch Bible Society the
472
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following year to formulate Christian mission strategy . Kraemer was not only a very
exclusivist missionary, but also held a clear anti-Islam sentiment. For Kraemer, who
became the key figure in the World Missionary Conference in Tambaram, India, in
1938, all non-Christian religions were inconsistent with “Biblical realism,” the true
theocentric understanding of reality. Non-Christian religions were characterized by
“discontinuity” between God and man; their position was radically against God and
therefore misdirected. The place of Christian mission was to call non-Christians to
biblical realism.475 In a sad tone, Antonio Gualteri suggested that “Kraemer’s attitude
towards non-Christian faith… is not in fact dialectical, but rejectionist…, not
‘dialectical, but repudiation.”476
As noted by Steenbrink, due to the inaccessibility of Islam for Christian
missions, Kraemer stated the following: “Islam as a mission problem: there is no
religion for which mission has worked itself to the bone with less result and on which
it has scratched its fingers till they were bloody and torn than Islam.”477 Although he
was among the first to use the word “dialogue” often, according to Sumartana, it is
exactly the aspect that is lacking in Kraemer’s theology.478 For Kraemer, as
mentioned in his book, The Religion of Islam, published in 1928 as instructional
material for Christian teachers and leaders of congregationa, Islam was seen as a
“missiological problem.”479 During the 1967 Muslim-Christian polemic, Rasjidi and
M. Natsir repeatedly referred to Kraemer’s book, The Christian Message in a Non475
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Christian World, as a justification for their accusation that the Christians indeed
planned to “conquer the Muslim world,” especially Indonesia.480 Kraemer stated that
Islam is a superficial religion “that has almost no questions and no answers.”481
Without rejecting Kraemer’s positive contribution to the Indonesian church in
other aspects, Sumartana was always critical to his exclusivist thoughts. For
Sumartana, Kramer’s thought on other religions was irrelevant to be further developed
in Indonesia. Together with Karl Barth, Kraemer’s thought only made Indonesian
Christian became “prisoner of colonial history.”482 Kraemer’s ideas widened the
Muslim-Christian gap due to its strong emphasis on conflict, rather than cooperation,
between the two communities.483 Until recently, inter-religious relations in Indonesia
has been haunted by “Kraemer’s Ghost.” In this relations, Sumartana wrote:
The fact is that both groups were not able to free themselves from the burden of the
past. The Christian side continued to carry on its religious proselytism and at the same
time felt threatened by the aspirations for an Islamic state. Hence, the images of
Kraemer’s thinking still overshadow the thinking in Christian circles, and for that
reason there emerges from within Islam a strong reaction to the issue of
Christianization. It is time for the church to begin a serious rethinking of the
Kraemerian thought tradition with special attention to inter-religious relations and the
task and mission of the church. Only by doing this will the Indonesian church be able
to leave behind an approach that does not meet the challenge of a pluralistic society.
The church must begin to develop its own theology to accommodate its present-day
484
calling and mission in Indonesia.

For Sumartana, the future of Christianity in Indonesia depended very much on
Christians’ ability to free themselves from the shadow of tension, suspicion, and
conflict produced by the “Kraemer Ghost.” Christians should change their closeminded into open-minded attitude toward Islam, as well as other religions. The
change of attitude, Sumartana suggested, will not distort Christian faith at all. Instead,
480
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it will refresh it. Christians do not need to change the Bible, what they have to change
is Christianity inherited from the Western missions as a colonial religion.485
Christians should understand Islam in a positive sense by positioning it as a postChristian religion. The widespread identification of Islam as an “anti-Christian and
“semi-Christian” religion should be rejected as a wrong anticipation for the dialogical
encounter in the future.486 Christians should seriously recognize Muslims as fellowtravelers, including recognition of Muhammad as prophet and the Qur’an as God’s
Word, as part of human experience about the Truth.487 The concept of mission
understood as proselytization should be revised. Christians need, again, to reform
their religion to make them free from the parochialism, sectarianism, tribalism, and
religious exclusivism that represent the main obstacle for the inter-religious relations.
Instead they need to meaningfully recognize religious pluralism and develop inclusive
theology of religions.488
To overcome Christian theological stagnation, Sumartana promoted the
concept of theologies of religions (theologia religionum) as an entry point for
theological reform.489 By “theologia religionum” he meant theological recognition of
religious pluralism and its positive meaning in inter-religious relations. The right
thological approach to other religions, he argued, would prevent misconception,
misperception, and misrepresentation of a particular religion.490 Sumartana suggested
further that so far theology in Christian Church has been focusing too much on the
past and itself. Not surprisingly, Christian theological terms are mostly understood
only among them and even limited to particular classes within the congregation.
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Theology became isolated in the society. If Christians do not want to change the
nature of their theology, they will not be able to respond to the existing problems in
the society.491 Theologia religionum is directed not to overcome religious diversity,
but to give positive meaning to it.492 For Sumartana, the particular objective of the
creation of theologies of religions in Indonesia was to enable Indonesian churches to
formulate solidarity and respect to other religions in order to cooperate with each
other to solve their shared problems.493 In other words, basically theologia religionum
is a theology for creating inter-religious dialogue and cooperation.494
Sumartana was skeptical to the idea of “social harmony,” understood as
identical with tolerance and peaceful coexistence, as promoted by the New Order
regime. In this sense, “tolerance” is understood as letting others go without conflict,
but also without dynamic interaction between members of society. With the strong
emphasis on political stability under the New Order regime, people were conditioned
to avoid conflict instead resolving it. Social harmony in this context was a passive
attitude. For Sumartana, “dialogue” is much better than “social harmony.” Dialogue
does not negate conflict, it recognizes and directs it. Dialogue assumes open
communication between members of the community. Disagreement, even conflict is
not negated but improved into social capability to live and solve the shared problem
together. Therefore it becomes an effective instrument for the development of mutual
learning process and mutual respect.495
Sumartana likes to quote Hans Kung that there is no world peace without
peace between religions. He also agreed with John Hick that there is no peace among
491
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religions without recognition toward other religions as a valid path to God. This
means that there is no peace without inter-religious dialogue.496 Dialogue is even
more necessary between different groups in the same tradition. Intra-religious
dialogue in most cases is even harder for complicated reasons. He suggested that
many inter-religious conflicts start from unresolved intra-religious conflicts.497
According to Steenbrink, Sumartana developed interfaith dialogue that is
related to social problem, rather than merely theological. He also extended the scope
beyond Islam and Christianity, to local indigenous religions and other religious
traditions.
Beyond theology, Sumartana also explored economic, political, and cultural
biases as determining factors for the success of inter-faith dialogue. In his tireless
efforts, Sumartana created a dynamic of inter-religious dialogue that is close to reality
of practical life in comparison to the initiatives by the Department of Religious
Affairs.498 Asmara Nababan, a prominent human rights activist, suggested that
Sumartana treated dialogue as a means rather than a goal. Sumartana used interreligious dialogue as a means to cope with problems of society, including economic
injustice, human rights, democracy, and the like. The point for him was how to make
religion significant in solving the common problems of society.499 Martin Sinaga of
PGI sees Sumartana as an inspiring thinker with ideas that offer new perspective in
overcoming the complicated problem faced by the Indonesian Christian church and
Indonesian society in general. Sumartana made a significant contribution in
improving inter-religious relations, especially in positioning Islam as dialogue partner
496
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instead of target of proselytization. With his vast network across the country and at
the global level, Sumartana also made inter-religious dialogue a real movement with
real impacts.500

Concluding Remarks
Through his “diaspora Church” and social services among the poor and the
weak, Y. B. Mangunwijaya repositioned Christianity and the Christians that
significantly decreased inter-religious tension, especially between Christians and
Muslims. He demonstrated that the service t he offered as a Catholic priest to the nonChristian community was not motivated by a hidden agenda of proselytization. He
worked with Muslim leaders and others to help the poor and weak improve their
standard of living and to fight against injustice, many times by taking risk challenging
the authoritarian regime with hard consequences.
Th. Sumartana openly criticized the exclusive Christian theology as a colonial
inheritance and recommended the necessary “reorientation of Christianity” by making
non-Christians partners of dialogue. He used historical example of Kiyai Sadrach as a
model of indignined Christian that is more relevant for Indonesian context. In this
relation he also used Princess Kartini as an example of indiginezied Muslim that is
inclusive, open to dialogue and concerned with social problems of the society. By
redefining mission as sincere efforts to overcome the common fundamental problems
of society, he argued that proselytization is irrelevant “colonial inheritance” that has
been causing worse problems in inter-religious relation. Religious exclusivism,
according to Sumartana, only leads Christians to become prisoners of history and
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makes them incapable of coping with real problems they encounter today.

He

promoted the idea of theology of religions by which Christians as well as nonChristians will have a theological instrument to recognize religious pluralism through
inter-religious dialogue and cooperation in solving fundamental problems of society.
From their Christian side, both Mangunwijaya and Sumartana, together with others
have laid foundation for positive inter-religious relations in Indonesia.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION

Mobilization of religious groups by the New Order regime to fight against the
communists in the wake of the 1965 tragedy, followed by acute politization of
religion, created complicated problems in inter-religious relations in Indonesia during
the regime’s period and afterwards. Under the increasingly authoritarian regime, the
huge religious conversion following the 1965-1966 violent elimination of the
communists that resulted in the sudden growth of followers among the “recognized
religions” eventually turned the brief cooperation and hope, among religious
communities and between them and the government, into prolonged mutual suspicion,
tension, and conflict. Being repeatedly marginalized in politics and economy, despite
their major role from the 1945 independence war to the 1965 ultimate battle against
the communists, the Muslims felt betrayed, brutally cheated, and left behind as the
“numeric majority with minority mentality” loser. During the first two decades of the
New Order, Muslims felt increasingly pushed aside. With its “nationalist” orientation,
the regime preferred the Christians and some non-Muslim groups as political allies.
The state ideology of Pancasila, as exclusively interpreted by the regime, was
used to include “friends,” exclude “enemies,” and justify strict social control by the
ruler. In the atmosphere of mutual suspicion and inter-religious tension, Christians
and other minority groups were worried about the perceived threat of an Islamic state,
whereas Muslims were afraid of the danger of Christianization and revivalism among
other religious groups. As was evident after the troubled year of 1967, the New
Order’s management of inter-religious issues, oppressive means to repress conflict
and top-down unilateral method of creating inter-religious harmony that primarily
186

centered on political stability and modernization, mostly strengthened the
authoritarian character of the regime at the expense of positive relations among
religious groups and the future of Indonesia as a plural and democratic country.
Coming from different religious backgrounds, the four thinkers selected for
this dissertation tried to transform the antagonism into constructive relations through
inter-religious dialogue. From the Muslim side, Nurcholish Madjid and Abdurrahman
Wahid, together with many other like-minded Muslim thinkers, sought to transform
the Muslims’ political cul-de-sac by changing the discourse within the Muslim
community and the relationship between Muslims and non-Muslims and between
religious community and the regime. Through the thought reform movement that
offered an non-ideological and inclusive interpretation of Islam, Madjid, Wahid, and
others transformed the impotent, stagnant Islamic thought among the older generation
of Muslims into a fresh Islam with “striking force” that empowered the Muslims to
play major role in the rapidly changing society.
Madjid’s concepts on religious pluralism, religious freedom, tolerance, ahl alkitab (people of the book), and the inclusive definition of “Islam” helped Muslims to
engage actively in inter-religious dialogue as a way to create peaceful coexistence
with non-Muslims. Wahid’s concepts of Islamic universalism, cosmopolitanism, and
indigenization helped Muslims to escape from Islamic formalism and symbolism and
relate the principal values of Islam in overcoming the shared problems of society such
as poverty, backwardness, ignorance, injustice, and the like. In order to have
meaningful inter-religious dialogue, Wahid also introduced three aspects of mutual
understanding: a critical attitude towards one’s own religion, sufficient understanding
about the elementary principles and history of the dialogue partner’s religion, and
proper understanding of the context where the dialogue takes place. With regard to the
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principles of freedom, justice, and consultation, Wahid argued that Islam is fully
compatible with democracy. In that context, Pancasila is given theological
justification as the best political compromise for a religiously plural Indonesia since it
guarantees Muslims and non-Muslims practice of their religions under full protection
of the constitution as equal citizens. Wahid also espoused that in the context of the
modern world, inter-religious dialogue is a necessary action through which religious
people can articulate the universal value of their faith beyond religious formalism and
symbolism and uphold the principle of democracy. Both offered a solid inclusive,
tolerant, and non-ideological interpretation of Islam that helped the New Order regime
and non-Muslim groups gradually to relinquish feeling threatened by the possible
establishment of an Islamic state. More importantly, both helped Muslims and nonMuslims to transform mutual suspicion into mutual understanding and cooperation as
a foundation for the creation of a democratic Indonesia.
From the Christian side, Y. B. Mangunwijaya and Th. Sumartana offered
open-minded interpretation and a non-proselytizing mission of Christianity that
helped non-Christians gradually stop feeling threatened by the danger of
Christianization. They were also very critical of the the theological and political
positions of the mainstream church and the regime’s public policy of religion.
Through his “diaspora Church” and social services among the poor and the
margnialized, Mangunwijaya repositioned the Christians so as to significantly
decrease inter-religious tension, especially between Christians and Muslims. He
consistently demonstrated that the service he offered as a Catholic priest to nonChristian communities was not motivated by a hidden agenda of Christianization. He
worked with Muslim leaders and others to help the powerless improve their standard
of life, many times by taking risks with hard consequences challenging the
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authoritarian regime.
On the other hand, Sumartana openly criticized exclusive Christian theology
as a colonial inheritance and recommended the necessary “reorientation of
Christianity” by redefining the “mission” of the church and making non-Christians
true partners in dialogue. Sumartana demonstrated that the indignized Christianity as
represented by Kiyai Sadrach, a 19th century Javanese Christian priest, and the
indigenized Islam as represented by Kartini, a 19th century Javanese princess, were
inclusive and dialogical. By redefining mission as a sincere effort to overcome the
common fundamental problems of the society, he argued that proselytization is
irrelevant a “colonial inheritance” that will only cause social division and make the
problems worse. He promoted a theology of religion by which Christians as well as
non-Christians will have the theological tools to recognize religious pluralism through
meaningful inter-religious dialogue and cooperation in solving their shared
fundamental problems.
It is interesting to note that both Madjid and Sumartana put more emphasis on
ideas and conceptual instrument to promote dialogue, whereas Wahid and
Mangunwijaya very much emphasized praxis, “faith in action”, to develop positive
relations between different religions. Their respective approaches are complementary.
Unlike the regime and most mainstream religious groups that treated differences of
religions as “border” to be heavily guarded either as “precious property” to be kept or
even expanded through proselytization, four of them treated religious diversity as
bridge for dialogue and build cooperation with others to create a better world for all.
Instead of “policing the boundaries” as demonstreated by the regime and mainstream
religious groups, four of them used the difference for reaching mutual understanding
and enrichment.
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In any case, initiatives by these key thinkers, together with many others and
the mix responses from the general public as well as influences from various factors
eventually have changed the entire constellation, both the intra- and inter-relations
between religious communities, especially Muslims and Christians, as well as
between religious communities and the regime.
Due to the non-ideological, inclusive interpretation of Islam, by the mid-1980s
the relationship between the regime and the Muslims changed to a very positive
direction. The Muslims were less suspicious and more receptive to the regime; the
regime was also more accommodative to Muslims’ interest. There were controversies
and sometimes sharp polemics within the Muslim community in response to the ideas
by Madjid and Wahid. In general, however, their inclusive interpretation of Islam was
increasingly accepted by the Muslim umma. Not only their ideas and inititaives were
accommodated by the regime, but also helped Muslims properly navigate in the
rapidly changing modern and plural society.
Although mutual suspicion between religious communities remains, private
initiatives on inter-religious dialogue between Muslims and non-Muslims have
significantly improved the development of mutual understanding between them.
Unlike the version developed by the government that mainly emphasized political
stability and social harmony, inter-religious dialogue as developed by Madjid and
Wahid was oriented to foster democracy and build a stronger civil society. While the
regime was more receptive to Islam and gradually let the Muslims to move from the
peripheral to the center, Madjid’s and Wahid’s interpretation of Islam eventually
challenged the New Order’s politics of religion and its authoritarian character. At the
same time, thank to the ideas and works of Mangunwijaya and Sumartana, as well as
other like-minded Christian figures who promoted the non-proselytizing mission of
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Christianity, suspicion about the threat of Christianization has decreased significantly.
Their ideas and initiatives are also increasingly accepted by a wider public, both
within Christian churches and outside. The numbers of organization and scale of
initiatives of inter-religious dialogue have significantly increased over the period.
It is certainly true that not everyone on both sides agrees with what these
thinkers are promoting. The increasingly positive development of inter-religious
relations was made at the expense of some intra-religious relations within their
communities. At the same time, the increasing acceptance of Islam by the regime was
followed by a shifting political orientation of the regime in the 1990s with the
establishment of ICMI and the “greenization” of bureaucracy and parliament. In the
past Islam had been a “common enemy”; now it was a favorite political ally. Interreligious conflicts that grew worse in the mid-1990s, and even erupted into
catastrophic violence in many parts of the country in the late 1990s and early 2000s,
were a logical consequene of the New Order’s loosening grip on power and its
shifting pendulum of political favoritism. The conflict does not negate the positive
contributions of inter-religious dialogue promoted by the selected thinkers and many
others. The conflict could have been much worse without their painstaking work
started since many years earlier.
It is also worth noting that inter-religious dialogue as developed by Nurcholish
Madjid, Abdurrahman Wahid, Y. B. Mangunwijaya, Th. Sumartrana, and many others
is instrumental in the development of Indonesian democracy and stronger civil
society. By the transformation of the marginalized majority of the Muslim that has
fundamentally eliminated the perceived threat of an Islamic state and the reposition of
the worried minority of the Christians that has significantly eliminated the perceived
danger of Christianization, these prominent figures have rebuilt Indonesia as a “shared
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home,” not only for a certain group of people but for all citizens. In their respective
ways, these selected thinkers have each made a very fundamental contribution to the
function of religion in public life. Against the tendency of the New Order regime and
mainstream religious organizations in general to use religion as an instrument of
legitimacy, through inter-religious dialogue and cooperation, these thinkers have
functioned religion more as a “social critique” to address fundamental problems of
society.
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