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Susila | – noble behaviour; one of the core principles in Subud’s philosophical text Susila Budhi Dharma, referring to moral and responsible living.

Budhi | – the divine inner force or soul awareness present in every human being; believed in Subud to be the source of true inner guidance.

Dharma | – right living or sacred duty; in the Subud context, it refers to following one’s true path through the guidance of the Budhi.

Latihan | – the spiritual exercise at the heart of Subud; an unstructured, spontaneous experience of surrender to the divine, typically practiced in a group but done individually and silently, involving movement, sound, or stillness.

Jiwa| – the authentic core of a person’s being; beyond personality, habit or belief—this is the level from which the latihan is believed to arise.

Receiving | – the act of allowing inner guidance to flow during the latihan; often unprompted, wordless, and accompanied by a felt sense of knowing or movement.

Nafsu | – the life force that animates feeling and thinking.

Opening| – the first contact with the Latihan, passed on in the presence of helpers. 

Surrender | – to let go of the will, control, or expectation in order to receive spiritual guidance; a key dynamic in the Subud experience.

Guidance | – insight or direction that arises during or after spiritual surrender, often felt as emotional clarity, intuitive understanding, or inner prompting.

Testing | – a spiritual practice in Subud where members ask a question inwardly and receive responses through spontaneous movements or sensations during the latihan.

Purification | – the process by which spiritual exercises, especially the latihan, clear emotional, mental, and karmic burdens from the practitioner’s system.

Spiritual Capacity | – a person’s ability to receive and act upon inner guidance; believed to grow over time through sincerity and surrender.

Chapter 1 How it all began

Chapter 2 An intervention by the Great Life Force? Or self delusion?

Chapter 3 Beyond belief – a movement for our time

Chapter 4 The early pioneers

Chapter 5 Why Subud (like a certain brand of lager) “refreshes parts that others cannot reach...”

Chapter 6 Combatting the effects of social media poisoning

Chapter 7 My personal journey

Chapter 8 Been there, done that

Chapter 9 I’m running on empty – what can Subud do for me?

Chapter 10 Baptism of fire (or not) (the Latihan)

Chapter 11 Surrender and trust

Chapter 12 How was it for you?

Chapter 13 The silent revolution & personal transformation (finding your own truth)

Chapter 14 Challenges, dry spells, and breakthroughs

Chapter 15 Personal stories of help & healing

Chapter 16 So, what do I do now? (becoming a Subud member)

Chapter 17 Subud in the community 

Chapter 18 Going global (can Subud change the world?)

Chapter 19 Voices

Chapter 20 Why the 21st Century needs Bapak

Appendix 1 Bapak’s wisdom (extracts from his talks)

Appendix 2 Subud Q&A

Appendix 3 Setting up your own Subud group

Appendix 4 Subud charitable organisations and contact information

A word from the author

Bibliography

​FOREWORD

A Search for Meaning

For many sensitive souls today, the sense of unease runs deeper than headlines or hashtags. It’s not just that the world feels chaotic—it’s that something essential seems to have gone missing. A shared moral compass. A sense of belonging. A thread of meaning that weaves our lives into a coherent whole. In place of that, we’re offered algorithms, consumption, and shallow affirmations.

Yet more and more people are quietly rejecting that noise. They’re turning away from the frantic machinery of modern life—not out of weakness or retreat, but because they know it isn’t enough. Success, status, and stuff no longer satisfy. What they seek is something older, quieter, and far more profound. Not as a theory, but as a lived experience. Not a slogan, but a deep inner knowing.

This longing isn’t new. It has echoed through monasteries, deserts, and mountain caves for centuries. What is new is the scale of that yearning today—and the growing realisation that the current systems, both secular and religious, are struggling to respond.

We are not only looking for peace of mind. We are looking for a path that helps us live truthfully. One that restores wholeness, not just to the self, but to society.

In that context, this book is not a manual, nor a manifesto. It’s an invitation. A doorway. A quiet conversation about something I discovered that offered me meaning in a world gone mad. That something is called Subud.

​​​Preface

––––––––
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IT’S A MAD, MAD, MAD, MAD WORLD

No, not the 1963 Stanley Kramer comic movie about the madcap pursuit of a suitcase full of stolen cash by a colourful group of strangers. That was all about fun. No, this mad, mad world I’m referring to is its complete opposite. It refers to our 21st century world in which more than 150 armed conflicts are currently raging across the globe. Where ancient hatreds and modern politics collide with devastating consequences - displacing millions, orphaning generations, and eroding whatever thin fabric still binds humanity together. It’s a world in which weapons have become smarter, but people seemingly dumber.

Social media, once heralded as the great connector, now serves more often as a platform for division than dialogue. The scroll never ends, but the understanding does. Anonymous avatars hurl insults like grenades, facts drown in the flood of opinion, and performative outrage is rewarded with likes and shares. Compassion is dismissed as weakness, and nuance is buried under hashtags.

Meanwhile, trust in our institutions—with their polished speeches and increasingly hollow promises—continues to haemorrhage. Political leaders, clinging to outdated ideologies or personal ambition, offer little in the way of real solutions. Many seem more preoccupied with optics than ethics, control than conscience.

We distract ourselves with entertainment, consumerism, and curated realities. But beneath the noise and neon, many feel it: a quiet dread, a sense that something vital is slipping through our fingers. We are technologically connected but spiritually dislocated. Richer in data but poorer in meaning.

This is not cynicism. It is, I believe, a clear-eyed look at the condition of our collective soul. And if we’re honest, we sense that something fundamental is missing. A deeper guidance. A quieter truth. A new kind of spiritual compass.

In the chapters ahead, I want to offer just that—a path that I have found not only compelling but healing. That path is Subud.



INTRODUCTION

We live in an age of instant gratification, where mindfulness has become a corporate buzzword, spirituality is marketed like a fitness program, and enlightenment is promised in ‘three easy steps.’  We are beset by spiritual consumerism - where meditation courses come with price tags and gurus build social media empires.

Yet, beneath all the noise, there is a quiet and profound spiritual refuge where there is no marketing, no evangelizing, no books promising instant transformation. It spreads only by word of mouth, or books like this one, attracting those who are ready for a direct experience of the Divine, without dogma, ritual, or commercialism. 

What is this seemingly miraculous portal to spiritual fulfilment? It’s called Subud, which is a Sanskrit acronym symbolising ‘Right living according to the highest that is possible for man in submission to God’s will.’  For practitioners it offers a profound counterbalance to the 21st-century addiction to speed and superficiality. In a world that teaches us to chase, strive, and acquire, Subud whispers a different message: surrender, trust, receive.

The movement was founded in Indonesia 100 years ago by a humble clerk called Muhammad Subuh Sumohadiwidjojo, who talked of an extraordinary experience while out for a walk to get some air one humid night. Just in front of a hospital under construction called the Centrale Burgerlijke Ziekenhuis, a brilliant light in the sky descended and enveloped him, he said. He began shaking and trembling violently and he thought he was having some kind of heart attack.

He was only about 300 metres from where he lived so he hurried home and threw himself on his bed. He noticed that the light was now inside his body and he was filled with some kind of radiance. He was then guided by a supernatural energy to stand and walk about, his body shaking and vibrating. This phenomenon, he recalled, went on night after night until finally it petered out. He realised the experience seemed to have had a cleansing effect on his life, physically, mentally and spiritually.

He later discovered he could pass whatever this energy was that he had experienced, on to others. All he had to do was stand  in quiet contemplation while people gathered around him. And those who ‘received’ the energy found they, in turn, could communicate it to others.  And so a global spiritual movement was born. As one candle will light another, gradually thousands around the world received the power. Recipients are of all faiths (or none).  Many practitioners remain Christians, Muslims, Buddhists, or followers of other traditions.  

One Subud follower is Rachman Mitchell, a medical doctor who recounts his transformative experience: ‘After a deep sleep I was suddenly very wide-awake and became aware of a ball of bright light above the French doors in front of me. It moved first into my head and then filled the whole of my body. It was accompanied by an intense, blissful happiness and a feeling of being in my real home.’ 

Like many in the movement Dr Mitchell received the power through practising, in the company of others, a spiritual exercise known in Indonesian as the latihan kejiwaan, or inner training. This amounts to getting in the right frame of mind, letting go and then allowing the energy to move your body in any way it deems fit. 

Husein Rofé, an English linguist living in Indonesia, was the first non-Indonesian to be initiated into Subud. He told friends that his experience with the latihan was transformative. ‘It gave me a sense of inner peace and spiritual guidance that I’d been looking for all my life.’  

Hussein Rawlings, from New Zealand, recalls a deeply moving experience when he introduced his father to Subud.  He performed the latihan in the older man’s presence, and he was ‘opened.’ When it happened his parent said that he finally understood the meaning of the biblical phrase ‘peace which passeth all understanding.’  Shortly before his death, he told Hussein that he had spent his life looking outward for meaning, but now he knew to surrender to the power he felt within.

Subud’s founder, who became affectionately known as Bapak, remained humble at heart throughout the rest of his life, insisting that he was nothing special and that the power was a gift from God to cleanse and guide the human heart.  Not long before he died in 1987, Muhammad Subuh startled his followers by telling them that the world was populated by invisible entities, far greater in number than people.  And that these energies were continuously seeking ‘soul mates’ with whom to combine. Mankind’s actions, he said, are therefore influenced by whatever spirits they invite in. This, Bapak taught, could lead to misery blotting out other, higher forces, and setting up sicknesses in mind and body. Note from your author:  How we might be able to identify with that today!

Conversely, he reassured followers that they could overcome this contamination by tuning into higher forces which would eject lower orders. This higher power would intervene to the extent of a person’s need and capacity to receive. If a person allows the High Life Force to flow into him or her, it would not only be that person’s protection but would also flow from them to others and from them to more still until an immense power gathered strength.

This is the essence of Subud. There are no mantras, no meditations, no teachings to memorize—just the pure, personal experience of divine grace working within. In the coming chapters we’ll explore together how this century-old unique spiritual practice might just have something important to offer our 21st Century lives.

I did not seek this experience. It was given to me by Almighty God without my asking for it. And now I pass it on, just as it was given to me—pure, without alteration, and without my personal interference— Bapak
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​1 HOW IT ALL BEGAN
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​As already mentioned, it’s a story that begins not with a doctrine or a dogma, but with a walk. A simple stroll on a humid Indonesian night, in a town called Semarang, taken by a man who had no intention of founding a spiritual movement.

That man was Muhammad Subuh Sumohadiwidjojo—later affectionately known to followers as Bapak, the Javanese word for father. At the time, he was an ordinary civil servant in his early thirties, married with children, and working as a land surveyor. Spirituality was part of life in Java—woven into the batik of daily existence—but he was not a guru, nor was he seeking followers. If anything, Bapak was seeking clarity.

On this particular evening in 1925, feeling unwell and restless, he decided to go out for air. As he walked past a hospital construction site, something utterly inexplicable happened: a radiant ball of light descended from the sky and enveloped him. His body trembled violently. He thought he might be dying. Heart attack? Stroke? Some divine hallucination? He barely made it back home, where the experience continued in waves of inner movement and guidance. Over the following months, he found himself, quite involuntarily, moved by an inner force—walking, speaking, weeping, laughing—all without volition. It wasn’t hysteria. It wasn’t hypnosis. And it certainly wasn’t something he could control.

What was this strange phenomenon? He called it latihan kejiwaan—an Indonesian phrase meaning “spiritual training.” But it wasn’t training in the conventional sense. No breathing techniques. No chanting. No steps to master. Just surrender. Allowing the inner self to move as guided by a higher power.

For three years, he told no one. Then slowly, he began sharing the experience with a few close friends, who began to experience similar spontaneous movements, sounds, and sensations. Like lighting one candle from another, the capacity to “receive” this latihan passed from person to person without ceremony. And so, without sermons or scriptures, Subud was born.

The name itself—Subud—is a kind of spiritual acronym derived from Sanskrit: Susila Budhi Dharma. Three beautiful concepts: Susila, right living; Budhi, the inner divine force; and Dharma, surrender to the highest. Together, they point to a life lived in harmony with the will of God, not through intellectual striving, but through direct experience.

Unlike most spiritual founders, Bapak never claimed to be a prophet. He didn’t offer revelations or dictate rules. His role was more like a midwife to an awakening. He stressed that the experience of the latihan was universal—accessible to anyone regardless of religion, background, or belief. This wasn’t a new religion, he insisted, but rather a direct and personal way to align with the divine, whatever form one believed that to be.

It might have stayed a quiet, Javanese curiosity if not for an unlikely turn of events in post-war Britain. Enter John G. Bennett—a British philosopher, scientist, and spiritual explorer who had studied with Gurdjieff and Ouspensky. Bennett heard of Bapak’s abilities through an Englishman in Indonesia, Husein Rofé, and eventually invited Bapak to England in 1957.
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