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Epigraph





  
  “If, say, a Christian really wants to understand the Muslims who attend the mosque down the street, he shouldn’t look for a pristine set of values that every Muslim holds dear. Rather, he should enquire into the catch-22s of Muslim culture, those places where rules are at war and standards scuffle. It’s at the very spot where Muslims teeter between two imperatives that you’ll understand them best.”

  Yuval Noah Harari Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind (2014)

   

   

  When I was a small boy, I heard

  you couldn’t become a Muslim just by doing your prayers.

  Where you lived didn’t make you a Muslim,

  you didn’t become a Muslim by fasting,

  you weren’t a Muslim by the clothes you wear

  and your headwear didn’t make you a Muslim.

  What I heard was …

  it is difficult to say what a Muslim is,

  but you are not a Muslim simply because you refuse

  what is forbidden and choose what is permitted.

   

  Suluk Malang Sumirang (Java, 17th – 18th century)
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  For

  EMMY

  who has been with this book from the beginning,

  a long time ago
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Prologue: Java’s inner archipelago





  
  
    Where Islamic faith meets local history
  

   

  I stood trembling in the chill of dawn on the summit of Mount Lawu, three thousand metres above the rice fields of Central Java. In the east the sun was rising in a corona of brassy haze. The blue-white porcelain of the sky curved above me. Below, a plain of tumbled cloud stretched to the fast withering smudge of night on the western horizon. The shadow of the mountain lay flung across it like an abandoned blanket.

  Scores of young men and women in beanies and hooded windcheaters were milling around or squatting among rocks and tufts of rough tussock. Many were huddled together for protection against the cold. A few were lifting their cameras to take photographs. Some were trying to chat and laugh.

  They were Muslim pilgrims.

  Somewhere among the jagged knolls of the summit there were sacred places – pools, a cave, a holy boulder, a rough-hewn shrine – but I didn’t wait around to visit them. After climbing through the night I was exhausted. Probably I was dazed by the effects of altitude. By 8 am, I was glad to be heading down again.

  It was 2001. I had been foolish enough to forget my age (fifty-seven at the time) and join a mass pilgrimage to the peak of the sacred volcano. The pilgrimage happens annually on the eve of the Islamic New Year’s Day, the first of Muharram. I estimate between 5,000 and 10,000 people took part.

  I started out from a roadside base station at two o’clock the previous afternoon. Labouring through foothills under a blackening sky I came across another pilgrim, Kusnadi from Surabaya, aged around thirty. Like me he was alone so we teamed up. By five o’clock breakers of mist were rolling in slow-motion down the mountain. Visibility shrank to less than a hundred metres. Everywhere water was dripping from the scrubby slopes into puddles along the rock-strewn path. We reached the end of the easy walking at an altitude of two thousand metres where we dined on rice crackers and squashed bread rolls from our backpacks. Then, as night fell, we headed up a steep track into a rain squall.

  I still see my companion’s pain-twisted face squinting into the darkness above.

  Kusnadi sinks to the ground beside the track. He squats grimacing in the mud in the dim ring of illumination from my flashlight. His right leg is cramping. He slaps at his calf. He hammers his thigh with his fists. He tries to flex his leg in front of him. He reaches forward and eases his left trainer-shoe off. Rain sparkles in the beam of the flashlight as he rolls a muddy sock away from his foot and examines his toes. They are raw with blood. The nail on his big toe has split. One half of it is hanging off the toe. Red flesh glistens beneath it.

  He takes a damp handkerchief from his pocket and wraps it carefully around the toe. He puts his sock and shoe back on. As he struggles to his feet he gasps and his breath billows before him in the frigid air. He looks up at the dark angle of the mountain. “Let’s go,” he says. There is a new edge of determination in his voice.

  As he heads for the summit through the rain-sodden night, he is not really articulate about why he is doing it. The most he can say is the annual climb is a significant event. He hopes that by doing it he can put behind him the disappointments of the past and lock in a better future. He has been unemployed for the last four years. He hopes to set up a small business with friends, cultivating fish in artificial ponds. He also hopes to marry the girl he is engaged to.

  On the treacherous rubble of the volcano I sense Kusnadi’s longing for an inner foothold. It is the first time he has been on a pilgrimage. He takes it seriously. In his backpack he is carrying an Indonesian translation of the Nahjul Balaghah, the sayings of the Caliph Ali (in office 656 – 661 CE).

  The summit is a remote place, or as remote as you can get in densely populated Java. Kusnadi is uncertain what he will do when he gets there. The hard walls of religious orthodoxy lie hidden far below, but as a good Muslim he is nervous about the “pagan” elements in the pilgrimage ritual. He has heard there is a shrine up there much visited by non-Muslims, especially Chinese. He knows that the saint of the mountain, Sunan Lawu, is a problematic Muslim who was in fact the last Hindu-Buddhist king of Måjåpait, the state that dominated Java in the fourteenth century.

  Four hundred metres short of the summit Kusnadi’s leg is cramping again. His left foot throbs. We are now above the rain clouds. It is 11 pm. Flint-sharp stars fill the sky. The air is near freezing, far colder than he has ever known air to be. Under his breath, over and over as he pulls himself upwards, he breathes one consoling phrase: “Your Will be done.” (Aku pasrah marang Kĕrså Padukå.)

  Kusnadi’s fervour wasn’t exceptional that night, but it wasn’t universal either. Most of the thousands on the mountain were young, and many were there for the fun of a night climb with friends. Some, like Kusnadi, were novice mountaineers. They had no idea what they were letting themselves in for. Around eight o’clock a group of five young men whooped past us wearing rain-drenched t-shirts, jeans and rubber flip-flops. They didn’t get far. We met them again an hour later as they stumbled down, shocked and shivering. One of them, now barefoot, was sagging between two friends with his arms around their shoulders. Near the summit we passed a group of three teenage girls squatting in the icy mud. They were sobbing into their hijab scarves. One of them was wailing and calling on Allah for help. Standing over them, two young men were pleading with them: “Get up and come with us down to base … if you don’t you won’t survive the night.”

  The climb up rain-slicked tracks was tough but the slithering descent was tougher. Without the reassurance of walking poles or mountaineering footwear, I slipped and fell a dozen times. I sprained both knees … painfully, but I was still able to walk. Luckily the tracks were patrolled by mini-squads of students from the Eleventh of March University in nearby Solo. They were carrying first aid kits. They propped me up, put bandages around my knees, and patched my abrasions. They told me (laughing) that I kept falling because I had been disrespectful to Sunan Lawu. They noticed I had urinated against the side of the mountain without apologising to him.

  “Pilgrim numbers have jumped,” one female student told me. She was standing outside a tent among trees at the base of the mountain where she and fellow students were treating the injured and handing out free food. “Now we have to deal with broken legs, sprains, exhaustion and hypothermia. It’s amazing! It simply wasn’t like this ten years ago.”

  In 2001 there was even a ramshackle eatery doing a busy trade not far below the summit. After a night of climbing I breakfasted there on instant noodles and tepid tea. I’ve never eaten a more delicious meal.

  Back at the base-station, Kusnadi allowed volunteers to treat his bloodied foot. Before he limped off – a very relieved man – he gave me his copy of the Nahjul Balaghah. I have it before me as I write. Its covers are blistered by rainwater, its spine warped, its pages foxed and buckled. There is a passage in it highlighted in blue ballpoint. In a letter to one of his sons, dated around 657 CE, the Caliph Ali wrote:

  “Pilgrims have willingly accepted the sufferings, troubles and hazards of The Way, leaving behind their friends, enduring scarcities of food and comfort during the pilgrimage so they may reach the journey’s end – a happy place. They willingly bear all discomforts and do not begrudge any expenditure by way of alms and charities, and helping the poor and the needy. Every step they take towards their goal, however tiring and exhausting, is a happy event in their lives.”

  On Mount Lawu that night I was one face in a shadowy snapshot of Java’s pilgrimage culture. It is a dense, batik-like pattern of contradictions. Seriousness collides with laughter, curiosity with bewilderment, piety with scepticism, hope with resignation, escapism with nuts-and-bolts practicality, stoicism with exuberance, individualism with the comfort of a crowd, intense spirituality with (in many places, but not on Mount Lawu) the joy of shopping.

  Java’s pilgrimage culture, with its diversity and multitude of contradictions, is a rebuke to the standardised fundamentalism that has been gaining ground in Indonesia’s religious landscape since the 1980s. In the rhetoric of this orthodoxy the “real” Islam is pure and exclusive. Piety comes from obedience to religious authority and its rules.

  Local pilgrimage is anything but pure and exclusive, or rigidly authoritarian. It is powerfully Islamic but it fuses Islam with local history, the ancient power of place and a pastiche of devotional practices with roots deep in the pre-Islamic past. Quietly but tenaciously – just outside the great echo chamber of public space – it is growing as fast as the higher profile neo-orthodoxy.

   

  The ritual centre and historical beginning point of Islam is in the haram ain, the twin holy cities of Mecca and Medina in modern Saudi Arabia. Around this ancient centre brilliant civilisations have sprouted and wilted from roots in the revelations of the Prophet Muhammad. At various times their brilliance has dominated the Arab Middle East, Turkey and the Balkans, large parts of Africa, greater India, Central Asia, Iran, even Iberian Europe, once known as Al-Andalus.

  In the early decades of the twenty-first century a quiet revolution is happening. The centre of Islamic energy is shifting – has already shifted – far to the east. Indonesia is the new Andalus. It was once a peripheral land in the world of Islam, but no longer. With Islam at its centre, it is building unprecedented prosperity within well-established democratic institutions.

  Like the old Andalus, Indonesia is multi-religious. Hinduism, Christianity, Confucianism and Buddhism, plus some indigenous primal religions, manage a modus vivendi side-by-side with the majority faith of Islam. True, Indonesia is no utopia of religious tolerance. But despite spot-fires of communal conflict and the smouldering of old ethnic tensions, despite regular reports of religious bigotry and periodic acts of religiously inspired terrorism, and despite growing Islamic conservatism, slowly and precariously a social order is emerging based on a secular constitution, the rule of law, and flawed, but resilient, religious tolerance that is adapting well to the environment of modernity.

  This is not because Indonesians are blessed with some special generosity of spirit. Rather it is a gift of colonial rule. When European greed staked its claim over the islands of Southeast Asia it embraced a variety of cultures and religious traditions. The arbitrary boundaries of the Dutch East Indies took in Bali, Flores, Manado, Papua and Timor where Muslims are a minority. Today, if aggressive Islamic fundamentalism were to be left unchecked – the movement to establish an Islamic state, for example – it could trigger a secessionist backlash in the regions where Muslims remain a minority, putting at risk Indonesia’s hard-won and essentially artificial unity. Nationalism would not allow that to happen.

  Another guarantor of tolerance (admittedly a flaky guarantor) is the country’s rising prosperity. From the beginning, commerce in the islands of Southeast Asia has been multi-ethnic and multi-religious. The old ports of Melaka, Banten, Surabaya, Makassar and Batavia were filled with indigenous Indonesians speaking a score of different languages, plus Europeans, Chinese, Arabs and Indians. The economic miracle of Singapore is their modern descendant. Today the booming tourist island of Bali is a case study in the productivity – indeed the commercial necessity – of inter-communal trust underpinned by religious tolerance. In 2002 and 2005, Muslim fanatics killed a total of 222 people in bomb attacks that hit hard at the Balinese economy. But today Muslim investors, entrepreneurs, managers and rank-and-file workers continue to make money in Bali side-by-side with Balinese Hindus. Contrary to popular belief, Bali is not primarily a playground for foreign tourists. Rather, it is crowded with millions of cashed-up Muslim tourists, most of them from the neighbouring islands of Indonesia. The tallest annual spike in visits to the island coincides not with the holidays of Europe, East Asia and Australia, but with the Muslim festival of Idul Fitri (Aid ul-Fitr).

  And as the pages of this book will show, there is an influential legacy of tolerance that, in Java at least, springs from the ancient, inclusive power of place, and finds expression in the stories and practices of local pilgrimage.

  Indonesia’s population is now around 260 million of whom close to 90% are Muslims, making it easily the biggest Muslim country in the world. This is a statistical commonplace that has slipped under the radar of academia and the mainstream media beyond Southeast Asia. Most Islam-watchers are stuck in a kind of time warp, fixated on the hatreds and decay of the old Muslim heartland in the Middle East. Sure, Indonesia is part of the global Islamic community – the ummah – so to some degree it reflects the grandeur, diversity, turbulence, piety and the moral squalor of the Islamic world at large. But the mirror it holds up to that wider world is surprisingly small. There is much beyond its frame that the world does not see. The fact is, Indonesian Islam has a personality that sets it apart from the ancient hub of the Islamic world. Even Indonesia’s island-strewn geography – a world of twisting seaways, thick forests, water-filled rice fields, heavy rain and tropical humidity – contrasts with the vast land masses of Islam’s old heart with their deserts, oases, arid uplands, mountains, grassland steppes and dry air.

  Indonesian Islam sources much (but far from all) of its uniqueness in the ancient civilisation of Java. Populated today by well over 130 million people, Java is the demographic keel of Indonesia, also its cultural and political heart. It hosts three major ethno-linguistic groups: the Sundanese in the west, the Javanese in central and most of east Java, and the Madurese in east Java and the adjacent island of Madura. Layered over these indigenous peoples are the migrants who have flocked to Java from the country’s thousands of outer islands, even from beyond the borders of Indonesia. Java’s peoples, whether indigenous or migrant, are overwhelmingly Sunni Muslims following the Shafi’i school of law.

   

  The shrine custodian stooped, lifted the hem of a thick batik curtain and crawled under it into the darkness beyond. I followed on my hands and knees. We sat cross-legged on the floor inside. A few scratches of light crept through the roof tiles filling the space with faint phosphorescence. In front of me stood an indistinct bell-shaped mass. The custodian flicked at a cigarette lighter. With a pair of tongs he picked up a lump of incense and held it over the flame. After a few seconds the incense flared dragging shaky fingers of shadow across the copper mask of his face. He placed the smouldering lump on a small clay brazier. Muscles of white smoke rippled up into the wide-open mouth of an iron chimney pipe that disappeared into the dimness above. The air filled with the sharp sweet scent of rose-perfumed charcoal.

  The custodian cleared his throat and leaned forward as if collecting his thoughts. Looking at the floor, he sent a sidelong glance in my direction.

  “What’s your name again?” he asked in a low voice.

  “George. From Australia.”

  “Ah, yes, I remember. And your purpose?”

  “Good fortune for my family and a safe journey home for me.”

  He sat up straight and adjusted his tight-fitting batik head cloth. He poked at the incense with his tongs and took a deep breath. Looking ahead he spoke firmly in ultra-respectful high Javanese.

  “My humble apologies, Your Grace. I come before you to introduce Your Grace’s grandson …”

  He paused.

  “Your name again …?” he whispered.

  “George.”

  “… Your Grace’s grandson George.”

  I was in the shrine of Nyai Agĕng Bagĕlèn, the Grand Lady of Bagelen, mythic matriarch of the Bagelen region sixty kilometres west of Jogjakarta in Central Java. It was a small, brick and plaster building, austere but picturesque, with whitewashed walls, glossy moss-green tiled floors and a brown tiled roof above the green and yellow paint-work of its doors and shuttered windows. Opposite the entry door, at the end of a short, roofed walkway, stood a simple open-sided rest pavilion, and beyond it a carefully tended garden with a canopy of trees shading its neat, sandy yard.

  Minutes earlier I had been sitting in the shrine’s porch chatting with Ibu Astuti, a thirty-year-old mother of two from the nearby city of Purworejo. Her four-year-old son, Alfian, had been tumbling about the porch, playing with visitors. Astuti grabbed his arm and pulled him down beside her. Her face – framed in a bright blue hijab headscarf – was radiant as she folded down his collar and pinched away an imaginary speck of dust on his cheek.

  “We first came here five years ago,” she said, nodding towards her husband who was staring at his mobile phone. “After four years of marriage we were still childless so we came here and I paid my respects to the Grand Lady. Shortly afterwards I fell pregnant and our son was born … and here he is. Now we have a baby daughter too.”

  She didn’t seem at all perturbed that I was scribbling details of her personal life into my notebook.

  “When I woke up this morning I felt someone calling me. It was an inner call, but it came from somewhere beyond me. I think it came from the Grand Lady. Anyway, that’s why we’re here. We came at once by motorbike. We couldn’t say no. She is like the head of our family.”

  In packets of terse, earthy language Ibu Astuti told me the story of Nyai Agĕng Bagĕlèn.

  “The Grand Lady had very pendulous breasts. This was a problem when she sat at her loom. Her nipples might get tangled in the threads of her weaving, which would be painful …” she pursed her lips at her small son and raised her eyebrows “… wouldn’t it?”

  Alfian gazed up at her with round eyes and nodded.

  “So she flipped her breasts over her shoulders and her children were able to suckle from behind as she worked. One day as she was weaving she sensed that one of her children was suckling from behind. She looked around and was startled to see that a black calf was drinking from her breast. Her children were nowhere to be seen.”

  Astuti was enjoying the story. A big smile connected the two sides of her headscarf.

  “The Grand Lady accosted her husband. She shouted at him – Where are our children!? – but he didn’t know. He was busy milling soya beans and rice. Unfortunately he had ground up his children together with the beans and rice.”

  Alfian pressed close to his mother.

  “His carelessness annoyed the Grand Lady so she whacked the mortar stone he was using so hard its contents went flying. Soya beans and rice grains fell like heavy rain over the surrounding countryside mixed with the remains of the Grand Lady’s children. Instantly everything turned fertile. She then went into her bedroom to calm down. She meditated there with such intensity that she vanished.”

  Astuti looked around.

  “And this is where she vanished. Right here. Alhamdulillah – Allah be praised – people built a stupa here to mark the spot.”

   

  Java’s distant past has left the island with a dazzling legacy of temple monuments. Many were sites of religious pilgrimage in pre-Islamic times, as the shrine of Nyai Agĕng Bagĕlèn probably was. Today high profile tourist attractions like the temple monuments of Borobudur and Prambanan are not especially important as living pilgrimage destinations, not unless you define secular tourism as a kind of pilgrimage. In effect they are profitable but mute exhibits in an island-wide museum.[1]

  But Java also hosts living pilgrimage sites that are very far from fragile echoes of a pre-modern time. Their role in grass-roots religion is already immense, and today it is growing fast. (I’ll consider the reasons for this in the final chapter.) The tombs of the famous Nine Saints – the Wali Sångå – are the pinnacle of a pilgrimage pyramid that embraces more than one hundred major holy places across Java and Madura. At least ten of them top one million visits a year. There are dozens of second tier sites that host at least half-a-million visitors a year, and scores of third tier sites that manage to attract hundreds of thousands.

  The focal point of most pilgrimage sites is a grave that houses the remains of a revered figure from the past. It usually takes the form of a stone ledger or wooden slab with an upright grave marker at each end. The markers are mostly plain, perhaps with a modest decoration or inscription. A few – like the headstone on the grave of Sharifah Ambami at the Aer Mata burial ground in Madura – are covered in beautifully carved floral ornamentation. Upright grave markers are usually wrapped respectfully in white, green or amber cambric, sometimes satin. More often than not the grave lies under a cube-shaped cloth or lace canopy, looking like an old-style four-poster bed. Some holy graves lie in the open air but most are housed in a small chamber called a cungkup that is often open at the sides. At major sites the cungkup stands like a small house surrounded by a tiled or carpeted floor inside a more spacious burial chamber, like a box within a box. Here pilgrims sit in ragged, circular ranks facing the cungkup and the sometimes invisible or mysteriously indistinct holy grave inside it.

  Not all pilgrimage sites are gravesites. Some are built around a revered artefact (as the shrine of Nyai Agĕng Bagĕlèn is) or they may be a place where a concentration of power has “melted” the landscape, creating a cave, or a twisted tree or perhaps a mysterious emptiness. Some pilgrimage sites that look like graves are in fact traces (patilasan) or memorials that remind visitors of a significant event that happened there.

  Pilgrims normally arrive in groups and their devotions can be varied. A leader will lead his party in recitations from the Qur’ān, including the powerful Throne Verse (verse 255 from the Surah Al-Baqarah) and the popular 36th Surah Ya Sin. The opening surah of the Qur’ān, Al-Fātiḥah, is always in the mix, often presented as a “gift” to the deceased or repeated several times as a kind of refrain. There may also be singing – sometimes quite raucous – of ṣalawat songs invoking Allah’s blessing on the Prophet Muhammad. The group will fall into a chanted chorus of short phrases repeated over and over, especially “There is no god but Allah” (La ilaha illallah), called the tahlil chant in Indonesia. The leader of the group may say a prayer in Arabic, often mixed with Javanese or another Indonesian language. As his flock click their prayer beads, or read the prayers from small prayer books, or even follow the prayers on their mobile phones, he will plead for Allah’s blessings on the Prophet Muhammad as well as on the other prophets and saints of Islam, including Java’s local saints. He will ask Allah to forgive those who have gone ahead into the afterlife, to accept their deeds and imperfect piety, and give them a secure place at His side. He will plead for Allah’s blessings on the pilgrim group, including safety for them on their journey home. The leader’s sometimes lengthy prayer is accompanied by chorused cries of “Amin!” from the group.

  At many holy tombs the standard litany is spiced with devotions of a decidedly non-standard kind, though permission to perform them varies wildly across Java and Madura. They include offerings of perfume, the scattering of flower petals on the holy grave, the burning of incense, and the giving of small gifts like cigarettes, food, tea, and cash. Some pilgrims expect a take-away reward for their devotions. They bring bottles of water to be charged with the power of the saint, they drink sanctified water from “zamzam” wells and fill bottles (sometimes jerry cans) with it, they scoop up flower petals that have absorbed the saint’s power on the top of his grave, they rub their clothes or other possessions on the grave or adjacent parts of the tomb chamber, they waft incense smoke over their faces and breathe it in deeply.

  Pilgrims regularly plead for personal favours (in Javanese: ngalap bĕrkah, to grab a blessing) or make a nadhar promise, vowing to repay Allah or a saint in some fashion if their plea is granted. Outside the tomb chamber they may take part in a ritual slamĕtan meal, or tear apart a mini-mountain of food in a rĕbutan ritual, or help to replace the power-charged cloth canopy that hangs over the tomb.

  The history and management of a site is in the hands of a site custodian called a key-keeper (juru kunci or kuncèn). The key-keeper may function as a shaman-like intermediary, praying on behalf of the visitor or dispensing amulets charged with the kindly power of the saint. In some places, probably in most, there is a team of site custodians. At some the job is done by women. It is a prestigious office and usually a financially rewarding one.

  For the crowds of foreign tourists who visit Indonesia, for business people, for most academics and researchers, even for many big-city Indonesians, the colourful, crowded pilgrimage sites of Java are little known and not always easy to see. With a few spectacular exceptions they are modest in the bricks-and-mortar sense, in fact positively self-effacing compared with monumental forebears like Borobudur and Prambanan. So they are protected from tourist industry hype that strives to whip up veneration of bigness – big monuments and big buildings. If they are monumental at all it is in the towering, sprawling edifices of their stories. Even these are half hidden in the esoteric garb of Java’s regional languages.

  The shrine of Nyai Agĕng Bagĕlèn represents much that is typical in Java’s contemporary pilgrimage culture. Like many sites (but far from all) it is low profile. At the roadside a simple roofed gate and a small sign reading Bagĕlèn Burial Ground mark its otherwise easily missable entrance. But it is well known to local people, and by word of mouth it attracts visitors from far beyond its immediate surrounds. It is an enclave of stillness a short, but symbolically measureless, distance from the noisy highway that skirts the Menoreh Mountains to the north and gouges a traffic-choked scar across rice fields and coconut groves between Jogjakarta and Purworejo.

  Most of Java’s pilgrimage sites are similarly off the beaten track. Most don’t appear on modern maps or make it into the pages of a Lonely Planet guidebook. They belong to an older geography. They form an array of landmarks inherited from the distant past that today are buried under the new geography of cities, highways, ports, railroads, factories, plantations, administrative boundaries and tourist attractions. But the old topography is still there. It is filled with spirit guardians, holy men and holy women, and Muslim missionary-saints all voyaging across a sea of stories. It is a world away from the new topography, which is mostly “empty” – more like a tradeable commodity than a living temple. The old places roost at the top of staircases on steep hillsides or lie in the darkness of caves or shelter in the few tiny scraps of forest still left on Java. They crouch behind high-profile mosques or under curving arbours of trees in quiet villages. They are in district-level towns – Blora, Tuban, Kediri, Demak, Tegal, Karawang, Sumedang, Banten Lama, Kudus, Magelang, Jombang, Mojoagung, Gresik – or in the cluttered old quarters of the island’s major cities.

  In their ritual cycles most sites obey a chronology that puts them out of sync with standard calendars and the working hours of businesses and offices. For certain purposes Java still sticks to its ancient five-day week, the pasar. When the five days of the pasar are partnered with the seven days of the universal seven-day week (called a minggu) it produces a cycle thirty-five days in length called a lapan. Certain lapan days, especially Friday Kliwon, Friday Lĕgi and Tuesday Kliwon are auspicious. The Islamic hijri year – a lunar year – is eleven days shorter than the standard Gregorian – or solar – year of 365 days, so annual occasions like the Islamic Fasting Month (Ramadhan), New Year’s Day (the first of Muharram), the Feast of Sacrifice (Idul Adha) and the commemoration of a saint’s death (haul) never have the same “standard” calendar date from one year to the next. Lapan days and hijri dates in combination with dates in the Gregorian calendar generate intricate cycles of wheels within wheels that give each pilgrimage site a unique signature of ritual events. Add to this the transformative chemistry of night when many sites awaken to reveal their most authentic selves, and you have a ritual timetable that hides itself from ready visibility.

  Pilgrimage places are embedded deep in Java’s oral culture. This means above all the culture of storytelling. Javanese speak of “the where-from and where-to of things” (sangkan paraning dumadi). This is what the stories of pilgrimage are all about. Holy places are libraries of history (the “where-from” of things) and sanctuaries of religious practice with its hope-filled narratives (the “where-to” of things). The stories are usually wildly unhistorical but also dramatic, wacky, poignant, funny, kitschy, uplifting, invariably fantastic yet often revelatory and profoundly true. Few of them are single-track narratives. Almost always they are complicated by variations, even contradictions. It is easy to get lost in the tangled deltas of pilgrimage narratives. Industrialised culture demands standardisation, and to some degree this book defers to that culture, hiding narrative variation behind the necessity to be economical.

   

  Back at the shrine of Nyai Agĕng Bagĕlèn the custodian wound up his petition to the Grand Lady as the scarlet glow faded from his incense burner. My eyes had adjusted to the dark and I saw a stone stupa within arm’s reach in front of me. It was like a jumbo-sized, squat, scuba diver’s air bottle, black and about one and a half metres high by a metre in diameter. On top there was a low-sided, open, box-like impression, suggesting that at one time a pillar, or perhaps an obelisk or small steeple, might have fitted into it.

  The custodian scooped up some flower petals from the foot of the stupa and wrapped them in a piece of banana leaf, fastening the package with toothpick-size pins of bamboo. He handed the package to me telling me it would give me safety on my trip home. In return I gave him a small amount of cash in an envelope. He slipped it unopened under the mat he was sitting on.

  I crawled back under the curtain, swapping the warm shadow-world of the past for the harsh daylight of the present. It took time to make an exit from the porch. I had to greet about twenty smiling faces and shake twenty outstretched hands before I reached the yard and bent to put on my sandals. The crowd’s courtesy was much more than the normal warmth of country people. They saw my presence as a tribute to the Grand Lady, proof that their respected matriarch had pulling power that reached far beyond Java into the semi-mythic lands of the great overseas.

  The friendly visitors were all Muslims. As I walked down the shady path towards the highway I wondered how they reconciled their devotions at a stone stupa with their Islamic faith. Researchers struggling to trace the dynamics of religious change in modern Java seem to be unanimous in one thing: syncretic Javanised Islam is currently on the run, pushed hard by the forces of conservative, orthodox piety. In this “authentic” guise Islam is hostile to the veneration of any image or object that might tempt believers away from single-minded worship of the One God, Allah.

  This book will test that perception. It is a perception that only holds water if one assumes that Java’s unique religious heritage and Indonesia’s pre-national history have died or are irrelevant to the present. In Bagelen, as elsewhere, they live. To illustrate, there is an old story that helps the people of Bagelen stay strong in Islam while honouring their semi-divine local ancestor.

  In 1832 the Dutch rulers of Java appointed one of their Javanese allies Radèn Tumĕnggung Cåkrånagårå the First as district governor of Purworejo, the region that embraces Bagĕlèn. One day as Cåkrånagårå was meditating in a mosque in Purworejo he fell asleep. His nodding head came to rest against the cylindrical stone block at the base of one of the mosque’s wooden pillars. He dreamed that a woman of commanding and haughty appearance came to him instructing him to remove the stone block, take it to Bagĕlèn, and build a structure there to house it. It was to be, she said, a place of pilgrimage for her descendants.

  It seems unlikely that the stupa in Nyai Agĕng Bagĕlèn’s shrine is in fact the stone plinth from a pillar in the mosque at Purworejo. There are nine similar but much smaller stupas in the garden outside the walls of the shrine. Most likely the story evolved as a means of incorporating a venerated pre-Islamic site and an ancient Buddhist matriarch into the world of Islam. Possibly the site was once a Buddhist sanctuary or small vihara. By redefining the stupa as an artefact from a mosque, Islam exerts a symbolic hold over the shrine, reaching out to embrace the crabby Grand Lady and making her one of its own.

  In this respect the shrine is not unusual. Its fusion of holy ground, memorable story and religious devotions is almost normal in modern Java. It joins a hundred or more similar places, big and small, that form a sprawling inner archipelago across the island, even spilling into islands beyond Java. It is an archipelago that mirrors the island-laden geography of Indonesia. The countless atolls of pilgrimage are havens of refuge and respite, repositories of memory and boulders of resistance in the currents of modern change. They are also places that today are embedded solidly in the practices of everyday life for scores of millions of people. For these modern Indonesians saint veneration and local pilgrimage are central to their Islamic identity and the practice of their religion.

  This book travels deep under the surface of Java to explore this world, largely unknown to outsiders. Here modernity, a globalised economy, Indonesian nationalism and Islamic orthodoxy have flooded an ancient civilisation – flooded it, but not drowned it. A hundred or more crowded pilgrimage sites rise from beneath the surface of modern Indonesia testifying to the survival of old Java.

  In the following pages I will try to steer a course through this inner archipelago, riding on the rips and tides of faith, religious practice and pre-modern history that today still run strong under the choppy surface of Indonesia’s modernity. Each landfall will reveal a different country and bring an invitation to explore a hinterland of stories. Each chapter will weave together place, story, people, devotional practices and my own bewildered experience of pilgrimage in Java.

  Please join me.

  

  
    
      	Candi Borobudur attracts tens of thousands of Buddhist pilgrims to the annual Waisak commemoration usually held in April, and Candi Prambanan hosts an annual Hindu ritual, Tawuran, that likewise draws big crowds of religiously motivated visitors. Apart from these events the two sites are important almost wholly as secular tourist attractions, nationalist symbols of Indonesia’s cultural antiquity. ↵
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Drawing a line to Mecca





  
  
    Sunan Kalijågå and the contest for authority in Javanese Islam
  

   

  “You know the confession of faith, the Kalimah Shahādah, don’t you?”

  “Yes, I do.”

  “In Arabic?”

  “Yes.”

  “So why don’t you say it? Why don’t you just convert!”

  It was a blunt demand, but friendly. Opposite me, staring into my face, sat Wahyudi from Medan in north Sumatra, and beside him his brother Mahmudi from Jogjakarta. Wahyudi’s wife, clad in a black kaftan with a black hijab scarf drawn tightly around her face, sat behind them. She was listening intently but stayed silent, occasionally resting her chin on her husband’s shoulder, looking at me like his thoughtful alter ego.

  We were sitting on the steps in the front portico of the Grand Mosque in Demak, a small town about twenty-five kilometres east of Semarang in Central Java. Behind us the portico extended thirty metres left and right. From its gleaming marble floor four giant teak hurdles rose to support the dark ceiling. Heavy beams ran from hurdle to hurdle down its length, and between the hurdles hung several antique chandelier lamps with bulbous smoked glass shades on their many arms. At one end an enormous bĕdhug drum stood suspended in a teak frame. Its deep, resonant thumps would summon the faithful to prayer on special occasions. Behind the portico, through a row of glass-panelled doors, the high interior of the mosque proper was dominated by four massive cylindrical wooden pillars that supported the building’s three-tiered pyramid shaped roof. Behind the mosque lay the tombs of the region’s patriarchs, the revered rulers of Demak, Java’s first independent Islamic state. A non-stop murmur of voices and chanting rose from the pilgrim crowds eddying through the complex.

  When I politely declined to utter the confession of faith Wahyudi was amazed, as if I had refused a generous free offer in a department store. It was such an easy thing to do … just say in Arabic “I bear witness, there is no god but Allah and I bear witness Muhammad is His prophet.” Could it be so hard to pronounce these simple words? Would anything bad happen to you? Islam is a light and easy garment to wear. Why not put it on?

  I pondered my options. Given the location I figured it might be unwise to reveal I was an atheist.

  “To properly utter the confession of faith,” I said, “I must be sincere. I need niat – undistracted intent and sincere faith. But Allah has not given me niat. It would be dishonest and disrespectful to utter the confession of faith without niat. Don’t you think?”

  Wahyudi’s answer surprised me.

  “Not at all,” he said. “To acquire niat you need to join the Islamic community, and you do that by saying the confession of faith. After you have joined up you can study the teachings of Islam and resolve your doubts. Only then can you acquire real conviction. But the first step is to join the community. Being a Muslim is like working in an office. In order to understand how the office works and to do your job well you need to join the office staff. That’s where the confession of faith comes in. It’s like a letter of appointment.”

  For Wahyudi, Islam was in the first instance the ummah, the Muslim community. What Muslims believe comes from the community and must be learned from the community little by little. The community was like a uniform. It would take time to become all that the uniform stood for. It was a view of religion at odds with an outlook that puts the epiphany of personal conversion first. Articles of faith were important, of course, but they had to be learned, and you couldn’t learn them instantly from outside the community of faith. My mind leapt back to the early days of Islam’s expansion. As the new religion swept across the Middle East and North Africa this is what conversion must have looked like. Sign up first, join us, we represent the truth and you will learn what that truth is if you come with us.

  Half an hour earlier, I had noticed Wahyudi inside the Grand Mosque. With his wife and brother he had been walking gingerly around the four massive, dark-polished wooden pillars that support the high ceiling of the prayer chamber. He stopped at each pillar and placed his hand against it, but at the back pillar on the right he paused, leaned forward and pressed his forehead reverently against the wood as if performing an upright prostration. The pillar was the famous såkå tatal made centuries ago from planks and spars and off-cuts of timber that had been bound together to form a solid column. A board at the foot of the pillar announced who had made it: Sunan Kalijågå. Today he is Java’s most beloved saint despite – or more likely, because of – his bandit pedigree.

   

  Everyone knows the story of the såkå tatal pillar.

  More than five hundred years ago, as Muslims began to set up mini states along the northern shores of Hindu-Buddhist Java, a cohort of religious teachers known as the Wali Sångå – the Nine Saints – decided to build a mosque in Demak. At the time Demak was a riverside trading settlement clipped from thick forest close to the northern coastline. Five centuries on, silt has pushed the coast some ten kilometres away from the modern town and the forests that once towered around it have long disappeared.

  According to popular tradition the mosque was built in one night. Four of the Nine Saints were given the job of finding trunks of wood to make a quartet of pillars that would support the building’s high, pyramid-shaped roof. Three of them – Sunan Gunung Jati, Sunan Bonang and Sunan Ampèl – each located a massive tree, cut it down and dragged it into Demak. But the fourth saint, Sunan Kalijågå, had been away meditating on the distant south coast and turned up late. He didn’t have time to go hunting for a tree, so on the night of construction he contributed a pillar made from off-cuts of timber that littered the construction site. He glued them together and bound them with cords and iron hoops. It was just as strong as the other three pillars.

  Today each of the four central pillars is labelled with the name of the saint responsible for it. In the quiet hours between the five ṣalat prayer times, visitors slip into the airy ambience of the mosque and walk from pillar to pillar touching each of them. Invariably they linger reverently at Sunan Kalijågå’s såkå tatal. From time to time flower offerings are placed at the foot of the pillar, much to the annoyance of mosque officials.

  
    [image: The interior of Demak’s antique Grand Mosque. The pillar on the right is the såkå tatal made by Sunan Kalijågå.]
    The interior of Demak’s antique Grand Mosque. The pillar on the right is the såkå tatal made by Sunan Kalijågå.

  

  The Grand Mosque in Demak is one of the oldest in Java, possibly built some time in the 1470s. For many it is a model representing the house of Islam. The famous pillar is seen as a miracle sent down the ages by Sunan Kalijågå to enlighten the present. Like the fascis bundle of ancient Rome – rods of wood bound with leather straps – the såkå tatal pillar symbolises collective solidarity and authority. Strength, it says, lies in the bonds of unity and community. It tells Muslims to put aside doctrinal rigidity and find strength in their diversity. It says, as Pak Wahyudi did, that the common spirit of the ummah – the Islamic community in all its diversity – is the pillar that supports faith.

  For a few the pillar is also an icon of modern nationalism. It mirrors the official motto of the Republic of Indonesia, Bhinneka Tunggal Ika, “In diversity there is unity”. According to one author the såkå tatal is “a national treasure giving expression to national aspirations and the nation’s spiritual essence.” Part of that spiritual essence is the idea of a state across the islands of Southeast Asia “which provides protection for all ethnicities, where people are free to choose whatever religion, or profess whatever faith, they
 believe in”.

  Back in the 1980s strongman President Soeharto even spent state funds to renovate Demak’s Grand Mosque. He attended the inauguration of the work where he proclaimed the official view of the Grand Mosque’s role in modern Indonesia, paraphrased here by historian Nancy Florida.

   

  
    President Soeharto assured the assemblage that the restoration of the Mosque was neither a waste of money nor a luxury, but integral to the nation’s development – in the largest sense of the word. Indeed the president saw the restoration as part of an effort to build up the nation’s “spiritual capital” (modal rohani) into a source of working capital that would powerfully propel all aspects of national development.

  

   

  The Nine Saints were among the earliest teachers of Islam in Java in the 1400s and 1500s. Their tombs dot the knobbly line of the north coast, from Cirebon on the border between Central Java and West Java, to Surabaya in the east. At each tomb souvenir sellers do a busy trade in pictures that depict the saints posing formally in a “team photo”. History has not bequeathed us any contemporary likenesses of the nine, nor is it likely they ever met as a group. In fact their exact number and the details of their lives are indistinct in the haze of distant history. Some even doubt they existed at all. This is an unsettling claim for many Javanese who see the Nine Saints as cherished patriarchs, symbols of wisdom and gentle authority. But it is exactly for this reason the team photo is interesting. It is not historical but rather a modern imagining of sainthood projected on to the evidence-bereft screen of the past.

  
    [image: A souvenir portrait of Java’s Nine Saints for sale at many pilgrimage sites. Back row left to right: Maulana Malik Ibrahim (often called Sunan Grĕsik) buried in Gresik; Sunan Ampèl, buried in the centre of Surabaya; Sunan Bonang, buried in Tuban; Sunan Giri, buried in Gresik. Front row, Sunan Kudus, buried in Kudus; Sunan Muriå, buried at Colo high on the slopes of Mount Muria; Sunan Kalijågå, buried in Kadilangu, Demak; Sunan Drajad, buried at Paciran between Tuban and Surabaya; and Sunan Gunung Jati, buried in Cirebon.]
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  There is something matter-of-fact yet elusive about the faces in the team photo. Beturbanned (except for Sunan Kalijågå front centre) and bewhiskered, the images are clichéd but each has a stilted individuality. Headdress, beard, moustache and jacket are assembled in slightly different combinations of colour and style, like puppets in the cast of a shadow play. They are impassive but friendly. Their eyes stare with placid, unflappable conviction. They radiate authority without being threatening or overbearing.

  There are two layers of authority, among many, that the picture spotlights. Viewed from one angle the saints line up like a town council or the executive board of a corporation. They embody the immense and very modern authority of management and bureaucracy. Viewed from another angle they line up like relatives at a family reunion. In this guise they embody the primal, comfortable, all-embracing authority of the extended family. Bureaucracy and family: there is nothing exclusively Javanese about these obsessions, but the Nine Saints are distinctively Javanese exemplars of the two institutions.

  Most pilgrims at the tombs of the Nine Saints accept as fact that they met from time to time as a council to discuss missionary strategy and resolve issues in Islamic law or theology. Commonly the council is given a name: the Nine Saints Mission Council (Majlis Dakwah Wali Sångå). Tradition says that the Grand Mosque in Demak was the most frequently used venue for their meetings but the saintly committee is thought to have assembled in other places too. Adjacent to the tomb of Sheikh Abdul Muhyi at Pamijahan, south of Tasikmalaya in West Java, lies the Safarwadi Cave. Deep in its furnace-hot interior there are four natural chambers, the biggest of which is called the Grand Mosque. Pilgrims and local villagers believe the Nine Saints met there for prayers, travelling to the cave at warp speed through tunnels from their respective hometowns.

  When I visited the tomb of another saint, Sheikh Jumadil Kubro in Semarang, the site custodian, Pak Afwan, described how the Mission Council was established and the first appointments made. Seated cross-legged on the floor and leaning studiously across his knee-high desk, he told me that Sheikh Jumadil Kubro came to Java from Turkey some time in the 1400s. After looking around, he returned to the Middle East and pleaded for an audience with the Ottoman ruler Sultan Mehmed the First. Islam in Java was in a terrible state, the sheikh reported. He suggested that the sultan summon a number of powerful and charismatic ulama clerics from the Middle East and North Africa to discuss how mission activities could best be developed in that far-flung outpost of Islam. The sultan agreed, the meeting took place, and an executive decision was taken. Nine learned ulama – each with his own portfolio of specialist expertise – would be appointed to teach Islam in Java.

  Pak Afwan waved a small pamphlet across the table stirring a damp puff of movement in the still air.

  “It’s all written down here. They decided that the nine missionaries would be divided into three groups – three task forces, if you like. They also divided Java into three administrative divisions – marketing regions, if you like. One group of three would go to East Java, another group of three to Central Java and three would go to West Java. Their term of service would be one hundred years, and if any of them died or left the island before the end of that period, a meeting would be called to appoint a replacement. The nine ulama were selected, formally installed, and given the title “The Nine Saints”.

  I protested.

  “Each of the Nine Saints lived at a different time over a period of about two hundred years. They couldn’t possibly have met all at the same time.”

  Pak Afwan had a ready answer.

  “As stipulated by the Ottoman sultan, the membership was fixed at nine but there was a regular turnover of appointees. Only one of the original appointees – Maulana Malik Ibrahim – was still around when the later, better known, cohort of Nine Saints took up their posts.”

  Today the process of conversion is unthinkable without the retrospective application of this management model, and it is even more unthinkable without the scaffolding of the traditional extended family. In most folk accounts of Java’s conversion, Jumadil Kubro not only initiated the corporate management model, he also sired the line of teachers who implemented it. By most accounts, seven of the later generation of Nine Saints were directly related to one another through common descent from Jumadil Kubro, while the other two saints were grafted into Jumadil Kubro’s line through marriage. So the conversion of Java was a family affair, as if the complex operation of preaching Islam could only be managed and have credibility within the powerful, closely integrated and trusted structure of an extended family.

  Not a shred of uncontestable evidence can be produced to show that all the Nine Saints ever convened as a council or belonged to a single extended family. But bureaucracy and family are at the heart of modern Indonesian society. The ideas are so powerful that the history of Islam seems unimaginable without them. Despite its carefully drawn antique façade, the popular souvenir portrait is a glimpse of how Java is thinking today. 

   

  In the front centre of the Nine Saints team stands a figure dressed differently from his eight companions. This is Sunan Kalijågå. Unlike his fellow saints, who are always clad in the turbans and flowing robes of what is imagined to be the costume of Middle Eastern piety, Sunan Kalijågå wears traditional Javanese dress: a close-fitting batik headcloth (blangkon), a mandarin-collared jacket (bĕskap, sorjan) made of rough-spun black-and-brown lurik cloth, and a long batik sarong. This style of “traditional” men’s dress probably developed in the nineteenth century, at least three hundred years after Sunan Kalijågå lived, so it too is a relatively modern reworking of tradition.

  Today Kalijågå’s life story is told over and over – in mosque sermons, in books and pamphlets, in television dramas, in history lessons at school, and in origin stories attached to the landscape and sacred tombs. He is a very portable culture hero who turns up in countless local tales while at the same time starring in his own over-arching epic. This super-story is an allegory in which Sunan Kalijågå embodies the transformation brought to Java by Islam. In his appearance, his accomplishments and in the events of his life he shows how Islam was “tamed” the Javanese way, in fact became putty in the hands of Java’s Muslim converts.

  The allegory begins around 1450 with the birth of Radèn Mas Said, son of the local lord of Tuban, a small but important emporium on Java’s north coast. The lord was a Muslim who had been appointed vassal ruler of the part-Islamised town by the Hindu king of Måjåpait. His son grew up amid the luxuries of the local palace. Hidden deep in the DNA of the story there is a narrative gene, a fossil remnant of a previous age in the story’s evolution. A thousand years of Buddhist presence in Java made the life of Prince Siddhartha – the future Buddha – part of Java’s storytelling ambience. Prince Siddharta grew up cushioned by his father from the world beyond the comforts of the palace. Eventually when he ventured into that world and witnessed the reality of age, sickness and death, he decided to abandon his privileges and seek a deeper truth through study and austerities.

  Radèn Mas Said also left the palace of his innocence. He seems to have had a falling out with his father when he discovered that the ordinary people of Tuban were starving while his father stockpiled food. He saw that the self-indulgence of his youth had been bought with the suffering of powerless fellow citizens. Outside the palace his first act was to raid his father’s warehouse and distribute its food through the town. Then, hiding in a nearby forest, he helped himself to the goods of passing travellers and – like a Javanese Robin Hood – distributed the loot to the needy.

  That at least is the story told by the direct descendants of Sunan Kalijågå. But its sheen of virtue is contradicted by other accounts (and there are many). According to a text titled Suluk Linglung Sunan Kalijågå (The Very Confused Sacred Song of Sunan Kalijågå) Radèn Mas Said unhinged himself completely from his former life and set off on a spree of violent crime. In keeping with Javanese custom (and to conceal himself from his father) he marked his new circumstances by giving himself a new name: Brandhal Lokåjåyå. Brandhal was the brazen marker of his profession – it means “gangster” or “bandit”. He spent his days and nights gambling and taking opium. If he lost at dice he robbed and murdered to get more money. At night he broke into people’s houses, killing the occupants and taking their possessions. He grabbed the wives of other men, and if a husband found out, Lokåjåyå put him to death without an instant of remorse.

  One day in his forest retreat, he saw a lone figure approaching wearing fine white robes that shimmered in the sunlight. Lokåjåyå attacked. According to the Suluk Linglung (the basic story is incarnated and embellished many times over outside the covers of the Suluk) the wayfarer responded with a miracle. He multiplied himself into three extra men, each a replica of himself. Suddenly Lokåjåyå was surrounded by four identical white-robed figures. One of them felled him with a blow of his staff. He struggled to his feet and tried to run, but his way was blocked and he was again knocked to the ground. Half stunned he tried again to run, but in whichever direction he turned a whirling staff felled him. Lokåjåyå begged for mercy.

  
    [image: A key encounter in the folk history of Islam in Java. On the cover of a popular book, Brandhal Lokåjåyå prepares to rob Sunan Bonang.]
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    [image: In a fresco on the waterfront at Tuban, Lokåjåyå keeps guard over the holy staff of Islam while a forest of pagan unbelief grows around him.]
    In a fresco on the waterfront at Tuban, Lokåjåyå keeps guard over the holy staff of Islam while a forest of pagan unbelief grows around him.

  

  His opponent was the great saint Sunan Bonang who was wielding the staff of Islam. With his all-seeing eye he had noticed that Lokåjåyå was no bandit but a fellow saint ignorant of his sainthood.

  “If you truly repent and submit to my will, I have a task for you,” said Sunan Bonang.

  “Spare my life and I will do whatever you command.”

  “Take this staff. Never let it go. Stay here and keep guard over it. Do not move.”

  Lokåjåyå sat down and planted the staff in the soil of Java. He took a firm grip on it and bowed his head in meditation. Sunan Bonang left. It was a year before he came back and in that time the tropical forest – symbol of native paganism – had grown over the meditating bandit. The saint peered into the tangle of trees but could see nothing. Concentrating his mind he set fire to the forest. As it burned away Lokåjåyå came into view bound in tree roots and somewhat singed. He was buried deep in contemplation of the divine and was still holding fast to the staff of Islam.

  With a gentle Assalam alaikum (Peace be upon you) Sunan Bonang woke him. The former bandit emerged from his trance into spiritual maturity. To mark his elevated status Sunan Bonang gave him a new name, Sheikh Malåyå. The freshly minted sheikh was instructed to head west to Cirebon and there meditate on a riverbank for another year. Sheikh Malåyå set off, repeatedly stopping along the north coast road to teach the truth of Islam.

  In Cirebon he established a riverside religious school that soon filled with students. Every night after prayers he would go to the riverbank and meditate. To ward off the beguiling but dangerous forgetfulness of sleep he would slip into the river and meditate for hours immersed to his neck in the cool current, an ascetic practice called tåpå ngèli, drifting away in meditation.

  After a year he was again visited by Sunan Bonang who, impressed with his commitment, now ordained him a saint. He bestowed a new name on him: Sunan Kalijågå, “the saint who kept a vigil at the river”.

  Sunan Kalijågå embarked in earnest on his proselytising career. A sprawling metropolis of stories has sprung up around his exploits as a wandering teacher. Along the many avenues and lanes of this narrative city there is a common blueprint of story architecture and a distinctly Javanese style. Sunan Kalijågå adopted some artistic wizardry to help him spread the word. Among his many accomplishments – accomplishments that have grown in stature as his lifetime has receded into history – he was a puppeteer, a master of that most Javanese of arts, the shadow play (wayang kulit). In its classical form, called wayang purwå, it draws most of its characters and the general context for its stories from the Indian Mahābhārata epic. It is astonishing that, in overwhelmingly Muslim Java, the Hindu gods, heroes, villains, clowns and ogres of the shadow theatre still cram the imagination. Although the popularity of the classical shadow theatre is waning in the twenty-first century, its characters, intricate iconography, symbolism and even its ethics and philosophy remain core components of Javanese identity. The Muslim saint Sunan Kalijågå is given the credit for this. Some even claim he was the inventor of the heavily Hindu-tinted art.

  Putting his puppeteering brilliance to work, Sunan Kalijågå is said to have shown audiences the Islamic reality behind the ancient Hindu stories, so persuading them to embrace the new faith. Today, when connoisseurs of the shadow theatre speak of this there is one example they often cite with a kind of excited pleasure: the kalimåsådå. The term is pre-Islamic, probably a Javanese transformation of the Sanskrit phrase Kali-Mahaushadha, the magically potent medicine of the goddess Kali. In Old Javanese literature the kalimåsådå becomes an all-powerful weapon in the form of a book. In shadow plays too the kalimåsådå takes the form of an esoteric book that no one can decipher. It confers immortality on its owner, the king-hero Yudhistirå.

  But for Yudhistirå worldly immortality is a burden. In one play he makes an appearance in Islamic Demak and laments that, because he is kept eternally alive by the incomprehensible words of the kalimåsådå, he cannot join his family in the hereafter. A Muslim holy man, thought by most to have been Sunan Kalijågå, looks at the kalimåsådå and recognises it as the Kalimah Shahādah, the Muslim confession of faith. The testimony consists of two sentences in Arabic: Ašhadu ’al lāilāha illa l-Lāh. Wa ’ašhadu ’anna muḥammadar rasūlu l-Lāh. (I bear witness, there is no god beside Allah. And I bear witness, Muhammad is His emissary). When Yudhistirå utters these words he is at once released from the bonds of his eternal present and dies.

  It is a brilliant piece of linguistic sleight-of-hand. The most powerful weapon in the wayang world turns out to be the Islamic confession of faith. As Yudhistirå – representing the survival of the pre-Islamic past – wanders like a ghost into the Islamic present, the power of the Kalimah Shahādah consigns him once and for all to the hereafter that he yearns for.

  Muslims of today can go to Demak’s Grand Mosque and see the grave of Yudhistirå for themselves. It is a visible clincher that confirms the truth of the story. It lies behind the mosque, lined up with the graves of Islam’s fifteenth and sixteenth century pioneers, the contemporaries of Sunan Kalijågå. The grave is labelled “Darmokusumo”, one of Yudhistirå’s alternative names. Although plain in appearance it is about twice as long as a conventional grave. The stretched length of the grave signals the elevated status of its occupant.

  Yudhistirå’s grave is the resting place of an idea. Java’s Hindu-Buddhist past has been banished to the hereafter by the power of Islam. This has de-fanged Hinduism and made it possible for the shadow theatre to live side-by-side with Islamic hegemony as comfortably as Buddhist Borobudur and Hindu Prambanan do, or, for that matter, the pyramids of Egypt and the ruins of Persepolis.

  For many Javanese Sunan Kalijågå’s life story is literally true, but for others it is an allegory rather than history. Sunan Kalijågå is an embodiment of Javanese Islam and his life story parallels the evolution of Islam in Java, with each stage marked by a name change. It begins with Islam’s comfortable vassalage under Hindu-Buddhist rule (Radèn Mas Said) and proceeds through violence, pillage and war (Brandhal Lokåjåyå) to peaceful proselytising (Sheikh Malåyå) and finally to mass conversion and Islam’s integration into the culture of Java (Sunan Kalijågå). The saint’s life also captures stages in the development of personal spirituality: from youthful innocence and self-indulgence, to outrage and rebellion, to the awakening of self-awareness and responsibility, and ultimately to the energy and peace unlocked by spiritual maturity.

   

  The story goes that when the Nine Saints were building the Grand Mosque in Demak some time in the second half of the fifteenth century they couldn’t agree on the orientation of the building. Muslims are required to pray five times a day towards Mecca, or more precisely, towards the box-like Ka’bah at the centre of the Sacred Mosque, the Masjid al-Haram, in Mecca. This direction is called the qibla (kiblat in Indonesian and Javanese).

  The alignment of the qibla is no small matter. For most Muslims it has immense symbolic power. The Qur’ān makes this clear in Surah Al-Baqarah verses 143-144 in which Muslims are instructed to face toward the Sacred Mosque when they perform the ritual ṣalat prayer. Those who follow the Prophet are distinguished from those who have turned away from him by the direction they face. A misdirected ṣalat prayer, then, is not just an invalid prayer, it is a marker of unbelief.

  But how could mosques be precisely aligned in fifteenth century Java halfway around the world from the ritual centre of Islam? The short answer is: they couldn’t, at least not precisely. The astrolabe was widely known across the Islamic world and it may have been used. Or perhaps the solar method, called the hisab rukyah, was used. Twice a year, on May 28th at 12:18 and July 16th at 12:27 the sun is exactly overhead at the Ka’bah. It casts no shadow. But if you are at a distance from Mecca at the same moment the sun will cast a shadow. Java is eight thousand kilometres away and four hours ahead of Mecca in time. So in Demak at 4.18 pm on May 28th, or at 4.27 pm on July 16th, a line drawn along the shadow cast by an upright stick will point directly at Mecca.

  I don’t know of any evidence that the solar method was used in fifteenth century Java. Maybe early mosques were simply aligned in the general direction of the holy land to the west. In the case of Demak’s Grand Mosque, legend has it the saints yanked the mosque this way and that in a grumpy but unsuccessful attempt to line it up with the Ka’bah. It was Sunan Kalijågå who solved the problem, putting the stamp of his authority on the alignment of the new building. The traditional history Babad Tanah Jawi (Clearing the Land of Java) and several other Javanese-language chronicles recount how he did it.

   

  
    After the evening prayer Sunan Kalijågå took up a position on the north side of the mosque. With his right hand he reached out to the Ka’bah, while with his left hand he grasped the peak of the mosque’s roof. Then he concentrated. At once the Ka’bah appeared, looming over the mosque. Thus he brought the Demak mosque and the Ka’bah into alignment. This was immediately reported to Sunan Bonang who commanded all the saints to come at once to see for themselves. They came and saw that the qibla was now properly fixed. They were all greatly relieved.

  

   

  Disputes about the accuracy of the qibla are not new in Indonesia. The pushing and shoving among the Nine Saints was just the first round in a long tradition of argument over the issue. The first decade of the twenty-first century has produced a new challenge to the authority of Sunan Kalijågå’s miraculous quick-fix. Burgeoning use of GPS technology, computers and Google Earth established that many mosques did not point accurately towards the Ka’bah. In fact some were so far off-target it was almost funny (to some). A line drawn west from certain mosques in Java led to Ethiopia, a Christian-majority country a thousand kilometres south of Mecca. For many of the faithful this was a shock. Centuries of pious prayer turned out to have been null and void. And suddenly the ritual soundness of current ṣalat devotions was dubious.

  Indonesia’s elite of conservative Muslim scholars scrambled to calm their congregations. Allah is all-forgiving, some said, and faithful Muslims need not be concerned that their prayers might be unacceptable. Then came a well-intentioned but bumbling official attempt to quell the unease. In January 2010 the government-sponsored Indonesian Council of Muslim Scholars (Majelis Ulama Indonesia or MUI) issued a fatwa, a formal religious ruling (Fatwa MUI no.3, 2010). It explained that if the Ka’bah was not visible, it was enough to simply face in its general direction. If Indonesia was east of Mecca then Mecca must be west of Indonesia and the qibla, then, was “in a westerly direction”. The Director of Islamic Affairs in the Department of Religion explained that the Muslims of Indonesia had become confused because the country’s incessant earthquakes were causing its tectonic plates to swivel, thus shifting mosques away from the direction of the qibla.

  There was an almost audible gasp of disbelief across the country. Reactions ranged from anger to despair to howls of laughter. Didn’t these learned clerics have a smartphone? Or a computer? Didn’t they know what a tectonic plate was? Had they ever looked at a map of the world?

  Most fatwas deal with issues in Islamic law but they are not legally binding, so many mosques simply ignored the new fatwa. They continued to face in the more precise north-west direction given by GPS apps and internet sites like eQibla.com. In a number of places there was confusion: people were facing in different directions as they assembled to perform the ṣalat prayer. Then, just months after the bungled fatwa, MUI back-pedalled and issued a new one (no.5, 2010). The qibla was now north-west again, with different areas of Indonesia free to determine a variation on this direction in accordance with their own geographical position.

  On July 23rd 2010, a few weeks after the announcement of MUI’s corrected fatwa, around 150 local Muslim leaders were summoned to the Grand Mosque in Demak and told that, thanks to the new fatwa, the qibla was to be shifted to the north-west along a line determined by experts. Instead of standing in shaf rows neatly facing the back wall and at right angles to the side walls of the mosque, worshippers would now stand in rows skewed to the right, half facing the right hand corner.

  The arrangement offended local people. There was – as one newspaper delicately put it – “public disquiet”. Eighteen months later, on January 12th 2012, a group of teachers and students from Islamic pĕsantrèn schools around Demak entered the Grand Mosque. They forcibly rearranged the carpets and erased the shaf lines insisting on a return to the old qibla. Mosque staff tried to stop them and a “vigorous” debate followed, but eventually mosque executives caved in. The old qibla was restored.

  When I visited the Grand Mosque in 2015 all signs of the new MUI-endorsed qibla had vanished and worshippers comfortably bowed in the direction gifted to them half a millennium ago by Sunan Kalijågå. It is worth adding that at the nearby Sunan Kalijågå Mosque, officials and local people ignored the two fatwas altogether and refused point-blank to change the qibla of their prayers. In fact they even refused to allow formal measurement of the qibla at their mosque on the grounds that “it could reduce the authority of Sunan Kalijågå, maybe even destroy that authority altogether”.

  The scientifically determined qibla (the one that lasted just eighteen months at the Demak mosque and didn’t get a look-in at the nearby Kalijågå Mosque) is a product of science and technology and is therefore aligned with the attractions of modernity and the prosperity that modernity promises. It is also aligned with a rational, predictable and precise Islam, a variant of Islam that can embrace and welcome technology.

  But this qibla has no indigenous stories to back it up and to that degree it lacks authority. Worse, the precisely calculated “scientific” qibla can be exploited by fundamentalist forces to exert narrow-minded moral and ritual pressure on Muslims, to cast them into a world where ritual precision and sharia conformity are all-important, and where cultural alignment tends to be towards the Middle East rather than towards the world of Javanese tradition.

  The saint-determined qibla aligns Muslims with Javanese tradition, with the authority of saints, and with religious leaders who acknowledge that authority. It is couched in stories… not just any old story, but stories that are familiar, reassuring and fun, stories that are markers of strong community and traditions peopled by admired characters who mean a lot to those who tell the stories and listen to them.

  To some degree the traditional qibla also expresses suspicion of modern technology and exasperation with modern government. This scepticism was one prominent element that drove the group of students and teachers to occupy the Demak mosque, tear up its carpet and force a return to Sunan Kalijågå’s qibla.

   

  It was a Thursday evening when I left Demak’s Grand Mosque. In the gloom of early twilight I hailed a motorcycle taxi and headed across town to the mausoleum of Sunan Kalijågå about two kilometres away. In Java a new day traditionally begins at sundown, not at midnight or dawn. So as night fell I crossed from Thursday into Friday, and at the same time went from Wagé into Kliwon in Java’s ancient five-day week. The evening that marks the “dawn” of Friday Kliwon is an especially auspicious time. I knew Sunan Kalijågå’s tomb would be crowded.

  The motorbike drew up in front of a squat but massive red-brick gate topped by a dark, two-tiered, pyramid roof. A crush of people, their faces dappled in the glitter of fluorescent strip-lights and kerosene lamps, were shuffling over the gate’s threshold into a covered, brightly lit shopping arcade. I breathed in the smoke-tinted aroma of fried food and grilled satay kebabs rolling over the tight-packed mass of pilgrim visitors. A hundred metres inside the gate, past scores of small shops and stalls, a squad of women in headscarves and young men wearing white skull-caps elbowed their way into the shuffling column. We were at the entrance to the mausoleum proper where footwear had to be removed. There were two options: buy a plastic supermarket bag from one of the ladies (you put your sandals in the bag and carried them with you) or hire a cardboard box from one of the young men who would keep your sandals in it until you came back.

  I took the plastic bag option and jostled forward barefoot with sandals dangling from my arm. An open pavilion came into view where I was invited to sit at a low table, write my name in a guest book and make a donation. I gave Rp.50,000 (about US$4.00 ).

  Next stop was the burial chamber itself. It has been renovated and rebuilt many times since the saint’s death some time in the early 1500s, but it retains its traditional pyramid-shaped roof made of wooden shingles. The inner burial chamber is normally closed except for special guests and special occasions, but around it a verandah roof extends twenty metres outwards encircling the chamber and sheltering a spacious tiled floor dotted with tombstones. Hundreds of pilgrims were sitting among them in close-packed ranks.

  Compressed inside a tide of people I inched forward, toe-length by toe-length, past a white box with a slot in the top. Seated beside it a small man was aggressively rapping on it with a wicker wand. Like others around me I tried to avert my eyes but he fixed a stern gaze on me and whacked the top of the box. I drew a bank note from my shirt pocket and inserted it in the slot.

  A few metres on I scraped past what can only be described as a drinks bar. A crowd of women were reaching over one another with plastic cups and empty bottles in their outstretched hands. Using plastic bailers a small crew of men were scooping water from a rotund stone jar and splashing it into the cups and bottles. I found my face pressed against a sign. Drawing back, I took in its message: “Water jar bequeathed by Sunan Kalijågå”. The sign explained that the water had been carried in buckets from the nearby river and was intended only for drinking and washing the face. Its stay in the holy water jar had consecrated it, but the sign still needed to allay the health fears of consumers. “This water has been purified in a settling tank and sterilised.”

  The crush of people fell away and I shoe-horned myself into a space against the back perimeter wall. I slid to the floor and took in the scene. A hubbub of prayer, singing and murmuring filled the air above a choppy sea of swaying heads. Almost everyone seemed to be in groups – families, parties of villagers, school classes – each cluster under the leadership of an older man. Young people were everywhere, even children, and there were as many women as men. Two women – one of them wearing a bizarre kaftan made from an American flag – nursed infant children who somehow were sleeping soundly through the clamour. Leaning against the back wall a trio of young men in black pèci fez-caps sat reading the Qur’ān, their lips moving silently, their fingers following the lines on the pages. A heavily built man in front of me kept bending forward and sighing loudly, each couplet of sighs followed by a subdued groan and a whispered “Allaaaah!”

  I was sitting amid a family of pilgrims from Surabaya. One of them was an eleven-year-old boy introduced to me as Umar. He was wearing a snowy white, high collared, full length, Arab-style thawb tunic, an immaculately ironed formal black jacket and a white turban with a tail hanging down at the back. As his family bowed their heads towards the burial chamber and loudly intoned their prayers he kept glancing at me.

  At last he leaned towards me and whispered:

  “Can I practise my English with you?”

  “Of course,” I whispered back. “When you’re through with your prayers, let’s go out and find something to eat. I’m starving.” I added an afterthought. “And bring your parents and your sisters, I bet they’re hungry too.”

  Smiling to himself he turned towards the saint’s burial chamber, lowered his head and in a loud, thin voice, broke into fluent Arabic, reciting the Surah Al-Fātiḥah, the first book of the holy
 Qur’ān.

   

  
    Praise be to Allah the Lord of the Worlds,
 The Compassionate, the Merciful,
 Master of the Day of Judgement,
 Only You do we worship, and only You do we implore to help.
 Lead us into the right path,
 The path of those you have favoured
 Not those who have incurred Your wrath or have gone astray.
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