

[image: image]



[image: images]


Photography and Illustration Credits

Cover photograph, John F. Lapp, Mennonite Mission Network; Cover photo scroll (left to right), Jonathan Bartel; Hiroshi Kaneko; EMM archives; Unattributed; Center for Mennonite Brethren Studies; Chiou-Lang (Paulus) Pan. Back cover photograph, EMM archives.

Courtesy KITLV/Royal Netherlands Institute of Southeast Asian and Caribbean Studies, Leiden, Netherlands, 24 top and bottom; courtesy Archives Raad voor de Zending NHK, Netherlands, 31; courtesy Netherlands Bible Society, 35; courtesy GITJ Amsterdam Archives, 43; courtesy Archives of the Dutch Mennonite Mission SAA, 44, 45, 47, 48 top and bottom, 49, 50, 51, 59, 76 top, 118; courtesy Alle G. Hoekema, 58, 63, 65, 66, 70 top and bottom, 72, 103, 114, 120; courtesy Sinode GKMI, 76 bottom, 78, 80, 82, 83, 84, 87, 88, 91, 94, 95, 96 top, 98, 104, 123; Lawrence M. Yoder, The Muria Story, (Kitchener, ON: Pandora Press, 2006), 93; Johann Thiessen, Pakantan, een belangrijk gedelte can Sumatra (Apeldoorn, Netherlands, 1911), 117, 118; courtesy Lawrence M. Yoder, 119; courtesy Centre for Mennonite Brethren Studies, Winnipeg, Manitoba, 137; courtesy I. P. Asheervadam, 141, 157, 188, 191, 196, 204 all, 211; courtesy Center for Mennonite Brethren Studies, Fresno, California, 142, 143, 144 all, 145, 146, 147, 148 all, 149 all, 151, 152, 155; courtesy Werner Kroeker, 150 all, 161 bottom; courtesy John F. Lapp, Mennonite Mission Network, 158, 160, 161 top, 162, 165, 166 all, 167 top, 168, 171 all, 172, 174, 175, 179 top, 182, 217; courtesy Mennonite Church Archives, USA, Goshen, Indiana, 167 bottom, 169 all, 179 bottom, 187; courtesy UBS Contact, 173; courtesy MWC, Strasbourg, 189; courtesy Merle Good, 210; courtesy Conrad Grebel University Archives, 215; courtesy Hette Hoekema, 221; courtesy Johnathan Bartel, 224, 225 all, 226 top, 228, 239; courtesy Bethel College Archives, 226 bottom; courtesy Paulus Pan, 227, 237 bottom, 241, 245 bottom, 247, 252, 253; courtesy Roland P. Brown, 229, 230 all, 231, 233, 236 all, 237 top, 238 all, 243 all, 244 top; “The Mennonite Church in Taiwan: 1954-1964” Faith and Life Press, Newton, Kansas, 244 middle, 245 top; Commemorative publication of the 40thanniversary of the Mennonite Churches in Taiwan, FOMCIT, 1994, 248, 249; C. J. Dyck, ed. An Introduction to Mennonite History (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press), 261, 263; courtesy Eladio Mondez, 262; courtesy Timothy John Taburico, 264; courtesy Regina Lyn Mondez, 265, 266, 267 bottom, 268, 270 all; courtesy Dann Pantoja, 267 top and middle, 269; courtesy Hamie Bansan, 272 middle and bottom; courtesy Rio Rana, 273; courtesy Masakazu Yamade, 287, 293 bottom, 295, 300 all, 302; courtesy Teiko Arita, 288; courtesy Nobue Nishimura, 293 top, courtesy Kazuko Kanaya, 296 all; courtesy Takanobu Tojo, 299; courtesy Takashi Manabe, 303, 304 top; courtesy Hiroshi Kaneko, 304 bottom; courtesy Chizuko Katakabe, 305; courtesy Tadayuki Ishiya, 307; courtesy Kyong-Jung Kim, 312, 315 all; courtesy EMM archives, 317, 318 all, 319 all, 320, 321, 323 all, 324, 329, 331, 333, 335; courtesy Gerry Keener, EMM, 330. Unattributed, 32, 56, 96 bottom, 244 bottom, 272 top.


Book Design and Layout: C. Arnold Snyder

Map Design: Cliff Snyder

CHURCHES ENGAGE ASIAN TRADITIONS

Copyright © 2011 by Good Books, Intercourse, Pennsylvania 17534

ISBN: 978-1-56148-749-3

Library of Congress Control Number: 2011939373

All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner, except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, without permission.

Publisher’s Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Asheervadam, I.P.

Churches engage Asian traditions: global Mennonite history series: Asia/I.P. Asheervadam … [et al.]; general editors, John A. Lapp, C. Arnold Snyder.

    p. cm.

    ISBN 978-1-56148-749-3

    Includes bibliographical references and index.

1. Mennonites --Asia --History. 2. Brethren in Christ Church --Missions --Asia. 3. Asia --Church history. 4. Missions --Asia. 5. Christianity and culture --Asia. I. Lapp, John A.

II. Snyder, C. Arnold. III. Series. IV. Title

BV2185 .A84 2011

266/.25 –dd22

2011939373



Foreword

The five volume Global Mennonite History celebrates the geographical spread of the world-wide Mennonite and Brethren in Christ movement. These volumes are written by individuals from the major continental regions. In the case of Asia, this includes writers from Indonesia, India, China (Taiwan), Japan, the Philippines, and Vietnam. This Asia volume is the fourth of the series to be published. One more volume on North America will appear in 2012.

We are grateful to the writers of this volume for telling the story of their churches from their own points of view. They have interpreted oral and written records and have collected written and visual sources. These dedicated writers are deeply immersed in the life of their churches as pastors, teachers, conference leaders and theological educators.

Asia is a very large region both spatially and in population. There are hundreds of languages with ancient histories in China and India as old as the cultures of the Middle East. All the major world religions have large populations in Asia. Christianity, as noted in the introductory chapters, was present in Western and South Asia before it appeared in northern Europe or the Americas. Indeed the Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches have also “engaged” the richness of Asian traditions.

Dutch and German Mennonite merchants were in Asian waters beginning in the seventeenth century. The first Mennonite church from the Netherlands was established in Java in the mid-nineteenth century. Russian Mennonite missionaries arrived in India in 1889, and other missions arrived throughout the twentieth century. Today the Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches are well established in thirteen countries, organized into thirty-one conferences with a membership of more than 265,000.

While the goal of this history was to have a comprehensive vision, the dynamic quality of the Christian movement means the story is always in process. The church in Asia is no exception. Hence this volume is not able to tell the stories of much contemporary Mennonite and Brethren in Christ work. In countries like China and India there are groups at work that are not included in this story. We have been able only to mention Mennonites in Australia, Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar and Nepal. We wish there could have been a chapter on the Asia Mennonite Conference. We have not been able to describe Mennonite churches in central Asian countries or Asiatic Russia.

In addition to these writers, a number of other individuals made significant contributions to this volume. Alle Hoekema not only wrote two introductory chapters but along with Wilbert Shenk read the entire manuscript. Kenneth Hoke, Werner Kroeker and John F. Lapp were readers of the India chapter. Janet Reedy translated the Indonesia chapter, and Ken Shenk translated the Japan chapter and the concluding essay. Luke Martin interrupted his personal writing to assist the Vietnamese authors. Within each country there was additional support staff in typing, research assistance and writing, and we are grateful to each one and all.

We thank churches in each country for opening their hearts, minds and records so that these writers could gain an understanding of their churches experience. This requires trust, confidence, and faith in the integrity of these writers. We believe the churches of Asia have been well served.

We are mindful that this is a pioneering history. No one has tried in recent years to tell the complete story of all the churches in any one of the Asian countries, let alone all of Asia. In many ways this is a first draft which future historians will enlarge and revise, based on new source discoveries and explorations, deepening the insights expressed here. Nonetheless we believe this present volume faithfully bears witness to God’s work.

This project would not have happened without the sponsorship and strong support of Mennonite World Conference particularly that of the general secretary Larry Miller. His wisdom appears in this volume as well as in earlier ones.

The Global Mennonite History project has enjoyed the strong financial support of United Service Foundation, Mennonite Central Committee, Goodville Mutual Casualty Company, Oosterbaan Foundation through the Algemene Doopsgezinde Societeit, Good Books, Mennonite Mutual Aid (now Everence) and Mennonite Foundation Canada. Mennonite historical societies in Canada, the United States and Paraguay contributed to this volume as did individuals in North America and Europe.

As editors we have lived with this volume for a number of years. We feel privileged to work with these deeply committed authors. We offer this volume to the churches of Asia and the rest of the world as a testimony to the continuing work of God “reconciling the world to himself.” (II Cor. 5:18)

John A. Lapp, Akron, PA.

C. Arnold Snyder, Waterloo, ON.
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CHAPTER I

Asia: A Brief Introduction

by Alle Hoekema

The first issue we encounter when speaking about Asia is the matter of its borders. The Asian part of Turkey (Anatolia) forms its western border and its historical and cultural link with Western Europe. South of Turkey, the Arab peninsula and the Middle Eastern countries (including Israel-Palestine, Lebanon and Jordan) as well as Iraq and Armenia, all belong to West Asia (or Southwest Asia), according to the United Nations sub-division. The main countries belonging to South Asia are Pakistan, India, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh and Nepal. Iran, located between Iraq and Afghanistan and Pakistan, is sometimes said to be a part of West Asia, and sometimes a part of Central Asia, which includes countries such as Kazakhstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan. For the most part, Afghanistan and sometimes Mongolia are reckoned among the Central Asian countries as well. Southeast Asia comprises the mainland countries of Burma, Thailand, Malaysia, Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam, and the archipelagoes of Indonesia and the Philippines. And finally, East Asia consists of the People’s Republic of China (eventually also Mongolia), Japan, North and South Korea and Taiwan. To the north, Russian Siberia forms an inhospitable part of Asia as well. The great island of New Guinea is not reckoned as a part of Asia but of Australasia; however, its western part, Papua Barat or West Papua, during many centuries was a part of the colonial Dutch East Indies and became a province of Indonesia when the Dutch were forced to turn it over in 1962. Papua New Guinea and East Timor are neighboring Australia, which is related to Asia in many respects.

All in all, the total area of Asia, thus described, comprises almost 45 million square kilometers; Europe, by comparison, covers an area of only 10 million square kilometers. The mainland of Asia has the highest mountains in the world (the Himalayas) and vast deserts like the Gobi in China and the Thar desert in the northwestern part of the Indian sub-continent. It also contains some of the largest rivers in the world, such as the Euphrates, which has its source in Eastern Turkey and flows through Syria and Iraq to the Persian Gulf; the Indus and Ganges rivers in India; the Yangtse and the Huang He (or Yellow) rivers in China. The deltas of some of these rivers can experience devastating floods, such as have been experienced on the Ganges delta in eastern India and Bangladesh, where over 125 million people live. The threat of earthquakes (Turkey, Iran, Pakistan, China) and dangerous volcanic eruptions, such as the historic events at the Tambora (1815) and the Krakatau (1883) in Indonesia, can make life insecure for people living in those areas. There is also the threat of typhoons and – as several Asian countries experienced on December 26, 2004 – tsunamis. Parts of the archipelagoes of Japan, the Philippines and Indonesia are located on the so-called Pacific Ring of Fire which continues to experience very intense seismic and volcanic activities.

On the other hand, Asia also has large areas of fertile land. Nevertheless, a clear shift has taken place from rural areas to urban centers. Istanbul, Karachi, Delhi, Mumbai, Jakarta, Seoul and Shanghai each have over ten million inhabitants and some twenty other Asian cities count between four and ten million inhabitants. The percentage of urbanization in Asia is slightly lower than that of Latin America and Africa; nevertheless the absolute number of people living in Asian metropolitan areas is much higher than in other continents, an estimated two billion people.

The Silk Route and Civilization

Asia is the cradle of several ancient civilizations and religions that developed agriculture, astronomy, alphabets and Arabic numerals long before any western civilization had come into being. During the Bronze Age, 3000 years BCE, the Indus valley civilization was functioning with well-built urban centers like Harappa (in present-day Pakistan). In the same period Mesopotamia in the west developed an important advanced culture as well; in the east the coastal regions of China and Vietnam had centers of sophisticated metallurgy. It was often thought that Central Asia was simply home to “barbarian” nomads, but in the second millennium before Christ it was an area where horses, camels and sheep were domesticated, important for overland transportation, military technology, warm clothing etc. Bronze and stone art objects, including religious artifacts, from that period have been found in Bactria (now Balkh, a center of the cotton industry in northern Afghanistan). These ancient civilizations were not isolated from each other, but were connected by overland trading routes.

The most important trade route was the so-called silk road. Actually there were several routes, from China to the Mediterranean sea with a total length of 6,500 kilometers. Some routes went overland, through Persia and Central Asia as early as the second millennium before Christ. Especially during the Han dynasty in China (100 years before Christ), which had its center in the western city of Chang’an (now Xi’an, famous for its Terracotta Army, dating from 210 BC), a large extension of this intercontinental trade took place. During this same period maritime trade routes were developed. Silk was a product from China, exported to the west, but many other goods were transported from east to west or from the west to the east, such as jewels, spices, glassware and medicine. Unfortunately, slaves also were sold and traded utilizing these same trade routes. These contacts clearly contributed largely to the exchange of ideas, cultures and religions over the period of many centuries.

The Role of Religions

It has long been believed that the northern parts of the Indian subcontinent were invaded by Aryan groups from the Caucasus around 1500 before Christ – although this theory has recently been debated and even rejected by some scholars. The Aryan groups were said to have brought along the Veda texts, the basis of the manifold holy scriptures of Hinduism which became the main religion in India. The later development of Hinduism also led to a strict caste system in society. In the latter part of the twentieth century many Dalits, the “untouchables” at the bottom of this caste system, began to protest and demand liberation in theological terms. Large numbers of Dalits converted to Buddhism, Islam or Christianity. These protests also found a voice in novels by contemporary Indian novelists.

In the northeastern part of the Indian subcontinent (present-day Nepal), Gautama Buddha was born, around 560 years before Christ. The enlightenment or awakening he experienced as to the causes of suffering and the ways to eliminate suffering (the four noble truths) brought a community into existence which in later times experienced both prosperity and decay in India itself. Centuries before Christ’s birth, Buddhism’s various forms and schools succeeded in becoming very influential outside India, particularly in Sri Lanka, Tibet, China, Korea and Japan. Buddhist teaching and thought was represented by several quite different schools. The Pure Land (Shin) Buddhist tradition in Japan shows remarkable similarities with Protestantism. Both Hinduism and Buddhism even reached the Indonesian archipelago; Javanese culture carries the marks of Indian religion, as the famous Borodudur (Buddhist) and Prambanan (Hindu) temples near Yogyakarta (Central Java) demonstrate. Balinese culture is purely Hindu, although without a caste system.

In China three interconnected philosophical systems have stamped the culture: Buddhism, Confucianism, and Taoism. Confucius or K’ung fu-tzu, lived between 551-479 before Christ and left his well-known aphoristic Analecta, which have been developed into a systematic philosophy in which virtue ethics play a major role. Once Confucianism had been established, especially in the imperial courts, its relationship with Buddhism and Taoism sometimes became problematic. Buddhism was suspect because it came from outside China, whereas Taoism, especially Zhuang Zi’s fascinating Inner Chapters with its allegories, satire and many layers of understanding, was criticized by classical Confucian scholars during the Han dynasty (from 200 before Christ till 200 CE) because of its non-conformism. Nevertheless, in the end Confucianism incorporated many aspects of Buddhism and Taoism. All three philosophies of life also entered Korea, where shamanism was integrated with them.

The arrival of Buddhism in Japan (around 550 CE) was a consequence of the earlier arrival of Buddhism in China, brought by traders along the silk route. Both the Pure Land school of Buddhism and Zen Buddhism have developed into complex systems of philosophical thought and practice. Most often they have not collided with the indigenous and inclusive Japanese spirituality called Shintoism. Shintoism has nationalist traits, especially where the spirits or gods (kami) are associated with shrines where also the spirits of the dead (such as war heroes) are revered.

Finally, according to one recent scholarly source, beginning in the early seventh century Islam spread “like wildfire” through much of Central Asia. It succeeded in becoming the major religion there, whereas Manichaeism and Nestorian Christianity, also arriving from the Middle East, had failed to become dominant. Islam was welcomed both by some of the old rulers for their own convenience and by the population anxious to get rid of the old regimes; many merchants supported it, and conversion also guaranteed protection from enslavement. Soon Islam was able to penetrate into other areas of Asia, mostly by making use of trading channels like the silk route. Parts of the Indian subcontinent (mainly the present Pakistan and Bangladesh), and coastal areas such as Malaysia, the Indonesian islands and the southern parts of the Philippines became Islamized in the next centuries.

In general Asian people feel a deep connectedness and unity with the cosmos around them. Whereas in the west a duality between human beings and nature became the principal mindset, in Asia people experience a unity between these entities. This leads to different modes of appreciating life, death and eternity. Many Asian people, including Christians, are aware of the fact that they are basically dependent on the ungraspable cosmic reality around them, which is full of spirits, deities and secrets. It is perhaps not surprising that a feeling of “sacred resignation” can be evident even in times of great disaster.

The Nineteenth and early Twentieth Centuries

It is, of course, impossible to describe within the brief scope of this introduction, the whole history of Asia. Since this volume deals pre-dominantly with the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, we must pay attention, however briefly, to the age of colonization by western powers. Beginning in the early sixteenth century the Portuguese, followed by the Spanish, were the ruling colonial nations. Small pockets in Asia still have reminders of their presence (such as Goa, East Timor [Timor Leste]). The Philippines in particular had a long colonial history because in 1521 the Portuguese explorer in Spanish service, Ferdinand Magellan, arrived there. At the end of the nineteenth century an independence war took place in this country. However, the USA did not recognize the independent nation and occupied the Philippines, until the Japanese took their chance in 1942.

The British and the Dutch overcame the Portuguese and the Spaniards from the seventeenth century onward. After the Napoleonic era the British ruled the Indian subcontinent, Burma and Nepal as well as present-day Malaysia; the Dutch were masters of the Indonesian peninsula. In the 1860s and 1870s the French occupied Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia. Christianity arrived (or returned) in the wake of these colonizing western powers, a story we will outline in the following chapter. The colonial situation remained mainly unchanged in these areas until the end of the nineteenth century.

Japan and China tried to preserve their independence, sometimes at the cost of the total rejection of foreign influences, until the middle of that century. In China the confrontation with western powers started in 1840 with two opium wars (1839-1842 and 1856-1860) against illegal opium trafficking from British India into China. In the end the Chinese government had to sign unfavorable treaties, allowing unrestricted foreign trade and the ceding of Hong Kong to the British. This humiliation also contributed to the Boxer rebellion of 1898-1901 and finally led to the end of the Qing dynasty in 1912.

Modernization and cultural and economic openness started in Japan around 1860. A conflict concerning Korea led to the first Japanese-Chinese war (1894-1895), which actually was won by Japan. Japan’s influence in Korea expanded and in 1905 Korea was declared a Japanese protectorate; five years later Korea was completely annexed, a situation that lasted until 1945. During these decades more than two million Koreans migrated or were forced to migrate to Japan. Some 600,000 Koreans still form an ethnic minority there. A second Japanese-Chinese war took place when the nationalistic and expansionist Japanese army occupied Manchuria in 1937. Only a few years before, hundreds of Mennonite and Lutheran refugees from Russia had taken refuge in the Manchurian city of Harbin until they were finally allowed to go to Paraguay and Brazil.

In the British, Dutch and French colonies nationalistic movements began after indigenous people saw that Japan was able to defeat Russia in 1905, in the dispute between these two countries over Korea and parts of Manchuria. However, these movements did not lead to independence until the end of the Pacific War (1939-1945). After 1945, independence came to many of the former colonies, most often accompanied by armed struggle and temporarily disturbed relations with the former western colonizers.

The time of Independence and Globalization

Most of the history of the period after 1945 will be described in the separate chapters of this volume. We will make only a few general remarks here.

After the defeat of Japan with the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki (August 6 and 9, 1945), the flight of the Chinese nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek to Taiwan in 1949 and the coming into being of the People’s Republic of China, Asia became the theatre of fierce wars between western superpowers on the one hand and communist Russia and China on the other. The wars in Korea (1950-1953), leading to the still-existing division of this peninsula between North and South, and in Vietnam (from 1955 to the fall of Saigon, April 30, 1975) became Cold War conflicts which dominated the political, military and economic world for many decades. India, Indonesia and the Philippines suffered also from this worldwide conflict, and the process of democratization experienced a serious setback because of it. Later the Iraq war caused ripples as well in other parts of Asia, especially since the position of Islam was endangered and many Asians again sided against the western powers.

From the nineteenth century onwards, many peddlers, sojourners and migrants followed the tracks of trade and industrialization. Thousands of workers from South China and India were attracted by the plantations, tin and gold mines and other possibilities of employment in Malaysia. At present almost half of the Malaysian population belongs to these ethnic groups. Already many centuries earlier the Chinese had begun to disperse over all of southeast Asia, most often maintaining connections with their relatives on mainland China. Recent estimates count some 35 million Chinese in Asian countries outside China itself. Of course, given present nationalistic sentiments in several countries (such as Indonesia), these immigrants have sometimes faced difficulties. A modern phenomenon is also the growing number of female domestic workers from the Philippines, Indonesia, the Indian subcontinent and elsewhere who find employment in Hong Kong, Malaysia, and the Arab States. The insecure legal position and personal security of these women (over 1.5 million) often results in painful situations. Besides the minority position of Koreans in Japan, hundreds of thousands of Indians live and work in the East African diaspora, dating back to the mid-nineteenth century, when the British used them as coolies. As the result of the independence war in Indonesia (1945-1949) tens of thousands of Ambonese (Eastern Indonesian) soldiers of the colonial army were forced to seek refuge in the Netherlands and remained living there. Beginning in 1873 the British even sent laborers from India to Suriname, on the northeast coast of Latin America, and beginning in 1890, the Dutch sent Javanese farmers there. Together the Indian and Javanese groups now make up over forty percent of the population of that country. The global migration picture is even more complicated: many of these Surinam Javanese moved to the Netherlands in the 1970s. In a similar way and at the same time, many Pakistani, Indian and Chinese people came to Britain and settled there, or migrated to North America to find a future there.

Finally, the supposed moral and intellectual superiority of the western world is under serious attack in Asia at present. Earlier Asian leaders such as the Japanese intellectual Yukichi Fukuzawa (1835-1901) and the Turkish leader Mustafa Kemal Atatürk (1881-1938) would point to western civilization as a model to be followed by Asia. That sentiment has definitely passed, partly because of a restored feeling of self-confidence in Asia itself, and partly because of resistance to the western wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Furthermore, globalization makes it less necessary to look up to the West. Chinese, Japanese and Indian companies are strong economic competitors all over the world, Asians study at many western universities and some stay in the West as scholars, artists, musicians or writers. So far, more than 45 Asians have received Nobel prizes, many of them in Physics and Chemistry, but also in Medicine, Economics, Literature and nine in Peace. As an indicator of a resurging Asian confidence, we only need to point to Asian writers and novelists like Rabindranath Tagore, Salman Rushdie and V. S. Naipaul (India), Kenzaburo Oë and Haruki Murakami (Japan), Pramoedya Ananta Toer (Indonesia) and the Chinese writer Wei Hui whose novel Shanghai Baby, though banned by the Chinese government, became an international bestseller as have the novels of several other Asian authors.

All in all, this vast and fascinating area, with its many centuries-old cultures and languages, its huge problems mastering the elements of nature, its immense population (problematic but also an asset), and its serious globalization efforts, is home to many competing, clashing or more often harmoniously cooperating religions. In the next chapters we will see how and why Christians, and particularly Mennonites, arrived on the scene and how they have accommodated to the specific contexts of the Asian countries where they are at home.



CHAPTER II

Christianity in Asia

by Alle Hoekema

Soon after the time of the apostles Peter and Paul, small Christian communities came into being in the eastern regions of the Roman empire. Christianity had arrived in Persia, via Edessa (Syria) already early in the second century. At that time a normative trinitarian understanding or Christology had yet to be defined. Differing Christologies became divisive issues, particularly for eastern Christians in the fourth and fifth centuries. Many Christians in Persia became followers of Nestorius (ca 380-ca 451), bishop in Constantinople (now: Istanbul). Nestorius interpreted the unity of the divinity and the humanity of Christ as an ethical bond between two persons, one human and one divine. Further North, Armenia became a monophysite Christian country around the year 300. The Monophysites emphasized the divine nature of Christ at the expense of his being human; they had been influenced by ideas which were generally accepted in Alexandria, Egypt. The Copts, the Ethiopian Church and the so-called Jacobites belong to this stream.

The Council of Chalcedon (451 CE) formulated a Christological position that over time would become the “orthodox” view. The Council condemned both Nestorianism and Monophysitism, declaring that Christ’s nature was both fully human and fully divine, in one person. The Nestorian and Monophysite churches thus did not comply with Chalcedonian ecclesial orthodoxy. In Persia, Christians generally lived in peace but at times suffered hardship; the Sassanide rulers (ruled 225-600 CE) saw them as the fifth column of the Romans and later as allies of Constantine the Great. The Nestorian church in Persia sent Christian tradesmen as pioneers to other parts of Asia, extending Christianity well beyond the borders of the Roman empire.

The “Hidden” History of Christianity in Asia – to 1500

As early as the third century there was a Christian church in India. The historical tradition contained in the apocryphal Acta Thomae (Edessa, ca. 200) even traces the origin of the church back to the apostle Thomas. Either by a northern route through the mountains, or by sea (or both ways), Christianity arrived in India. These Syrian-descended Christian communities in Malabar and elsewhere remained isolated groups, however, and led an obscure existence until the Portugese missionaries and tradesmen arrived in the 16th century.

Long before the sixteenth century, however, the Nestorians from Persia managed to arrive in Malaysia, North Sumatra and especially China via the silk route. In the year 635, during the rule of the T’ang dynasty, Alopen (or Aloben) paid his respects to the Chinese Emperor in Chang’an (now Hsian or Xian). Records bearing witness to his visit and its results are the inscriptions made in 781, chiseled upon a pillar. Fragments of manuscripts from the 7th to the 11th centuries, recently found in Buddhist monasteries in Tun-huang and Turfan, confirm that there was a Christian church in China already in the seventh and eighth centuries. These churches prospered for a time because of a surprising tolerance; however, when the T’ang dynasty fell in 907, the continued existence of Christian churches became less secure.

Later contacts are also recorded. The Italian tradesman Marco Polo arrived in China bringing along papal letters to the Mongolian ruler Kublai Khan. He stayed in China fifteen years (1275-1291). Shortly after that, the Franciscans arrived from Europe. In a reciprocal visit, a Chinese Nestorian monk named Rabban Sauna met the Pope in Rome in 1287 and expressed his surprise at the claims of papal authority.

By the thirteenth century, however, Islam had already established a stronghold in Asia; the entire Mongolian world converted to Islam. The Mongolian dynasty in China was in decline and was to be succeeded by the Ming dynasty. This change of power had serious repercussions both for the Nestorian Christians in China and for European missionaries. Out of a fear of foreign influences, Christians and others (like Buddhists) were banned from China in the fourteenth century. Christianity in China disappeared – or at least became invisible – after 1368.

Two centuries later the political and military power of the Ming had crumbled, among others reasons because of internal rebellions and a war against the Japanese general Hideyoshi who was trying to expand his realm. In spite of, or maybe because of the politically unstable situation, intellectual life in China prospered and China opened again to outside views. In 1583 the Jesuit Matteo Ricci was able to enter China and once more initiate Christian missions.

The age of discovery

The 16th century has been called “the age of discovery” by Stephen Neill, missiologist and Anglican bishop of Tinnevelly, India. Spain and Portugal were the leading trading nations of that century. Japan did not have a strong central government at that time, but was ruled by some 250 daimyos or feudal lords. For that reason the Spanish Jesuit missionary Francis Xavier (1506-1552), who had been in India and Malacca between 1542-1547, was able to establish a church in Japan. He arrived in 1549 on the heels of Portuguese traders. At the turn of the century this church was estimated by some historians to have had as many as 300,000 members. The respective daimyos appreciated the missionaries as scholars who followed the ruling etiquette, albeit for strategic reasons; furthermore the economy blosomed as trading contacts were established with the west. Then the fate of this young church turned. A new, strong ruler, Iemitsu (1603-1651) became suspicious of Christians, partly because of competition from the side of Spanish Franciscans and Dominicans who were based in Manila and who tried to evangelize the masses in Japan instead of siding with the rulers. The fear was that this could lead to rebellion. Also, the Dutch “rednecks” opened a trading post in Hirado in 1609. Their fierce competition with the Spanish and the Portuguese was another reason for suspicion, because next to trade, religion was also involved.

In the ensuing persecution, many Christians, including missionaries, became martyrs; others renounced their faith by stepping upon the so-called fumi’e, a wooden board on which the face of Christ had been painted. This period of persecution has been described in a moving way by the Japanese novelist Shusaku Endo (1923-1996), both in his novels Silence and The Samurai and in several short stories. During the next centuries, almost nothing was left of this once-flourishing Japanese church, except for groups of hidden Christians who survived in isolated areas.

A little later Roberto de Nobili (1577-1656) and other missionaries started churches in Goa, Cochin and other parts of India. These churches grew in number and became influential. From India these missionaries went eastward to Macao, Malacca and other places. The Philippines remained a solid base for the Roman Catholics and in the end it became an almost entirely Roman Catholic country, except for the southern part which is predominantly Muslim. The renewed Catholic presence in China lasted until the end of the 18th century, at which time the church in China once again virtually disappeared, as Catholic missions elsewhere also collapsed tragically. There were various reasons for this collapse: the power of the bishops was increasingly centralized, at the cost of the autonomy of the religious orders; the so-called “Rites controversy” among the Roman Catholics themselves, which contested some missionaries’ accomodation to the Confucian rites and ancestor worship; the growing influence of the Enlightenment; and the colonial competition between Protestant and Catholic nations in Europe. All of these events dealt a serious blow to Catholic missions overseas.

Protestant Missions

From the early seventeenth century on, the Dutch, English and the Danes began to take over eastern trade from the Spanish and the Portuguese. The Dutch negotiated trading monopolies in several important harbours of India, Sri Lanka, the Malay coast and Taiwan (then called Formosa). The Dutch East Indies turned out to be an especially profitable area. Since Protestantism, and more specifically the Reformed tradition, had become the state religion of the Netherlands, the Dutch Reformed church took over several of the Catholic regions in the eastern part of the Dutch Indies (the Moluccas), even though economic motives, rather than religious ones, motivated the arrival of the Dutch Reformed. In the beginning the Protestant ministers, pastoral workers (ziekentroosters) and teachers only ministered to the Dutch expatriates in these areas. They were all civil servants on the pay roll of the Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie or V.O.C., the trading company which had been given the official monopoly in Asia by the Dutch government. A little later the native population was given some attention as well, though we cannot speak of intentional missionary activities in this early period. Both in Sri Lanka and in Taiwan tiny indigenous churches came into being, but they ceased to exist after the Dutch left.

During the eighteenth century the trade competition between the Dutch and the English resulted in a victory for the English in India, Sri Lanka and Malaysia; Taiwan, which was part of China, closed its doors again to Western influence. The eighteenth century, labelled “the age of Enlightenment” in Europe, also saw the rise of Pietism with a corresponding rise of interest in missions. In 1698 the Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge (SPCK) came into being, followed four years later by the establishment of the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts (SPG). Under the auspices of the Danish king, the German missionaries Bartholomaeus Ziegenbalg and Heinrich Plütschau started missionary work in Tranquebar, India, in 1706. They were good organizers and also scholars of language and culture. With their work and that of the Moravians (followers of the pietist Count von Zinzendorf), the modern missionary movement in Asia began. Therefore the eighteenth century is also the age of missionary societies, especially in England and in Germany.

First in India and later elsewhere in Asia, these missionary efforts led to the founding of various kinds of Protestant communities next to the older existing churches. A famous name is that of William Carey who was sent from England to Bengal in 1793 by the newly founded Baptist Missionary Society (BMS, 1792); the English and North American Baptists also deserve credit since they were instrumental in awakening missionary zeal among Dutch and Ukrainan Mennonites in the nineteenth century. Many other mission organizations were to follow in that century, in countries like the Netherlands and France.

Post-colonial times

One of the reasons for the spread of Protestant missions was the fact that European nations in the nineteenth century were striving for colonial power. In their wake, missionary efforts could spread into almost all Asian countries. The wish to educate and the longing to propagate the Gospel went together, and though colonial powers often opposed the work of missionaries and limited the fields and geographical areas where they were allowed to serve, on the other hand these powers needed the help of the Christian missions in the fields of education and health care. Often, the new Christian missionaries were granted more privileges than were the adherents of the older, dominant religions.

The Roman Catholic Church made a new start as well during the ninetheenth century. This meant that there was a struggle between Protestants and Catholics in Asia that lasted until the beginning of a more tolerant ecumenical era, following Vatican II in the 1960s. It is not necessary to enter into details here; let it suffice to say that many young Protestant churches in India, Sri Lanka, Malaysia, Indonesia, China and Japan originated in the 19th century. Often they became independent in the first four decades of the twentieth century. The political and religious situations differ strongly in the respective countries of Asia. Therefore we cannot speak about one specific period during which the independence of Protestant churches took place. It is also true that indigenous Christians often were not aware of what was happening in neighboring countries; the theological and ecclesiological effects of the great international missionary conferences in Jerusalem (1928) and Tambaram (1938) became visible only after World War II.

The churches of the Indian subcontinent, including India and Pakistan, were in the forefront of the movement to establish independent national churches. In India, indigenous forms of learned theology emerged in the nineteenth century. Christians in other colonized countries were slower in gaining independence. The situation in non-colonized, formerly closed countries like China and Japan was different again. After the Boxer Uprising in 1900, the position of Christians in China improved and soon they started to promote the implementation of the “three-self” principle. The origin of this idea can be ascribed to Henry Venn (1796-1873), Secretary of the Church Missionary Society. The Three Self movement in China included the elementary principles of self-support, self-government and self-extension. It appears that Yu Guozhen, who set up the Chinese Jesus Independent Church in Shanghai in 1906, was the first to promote this Three Self Movement. Other independent, all-Chinese churches followed. After 1949 the Christian Church of China used these principles to close the gap between the people and the church.

Of all Asian countries, Japan had the best contacts with Europe (especially with Germany), both politically and in terms of higher education. Theological reflection started in Japan at the end of the nineteenth century and Christianity attracted quite a few intellectuals in the first decades of the twentieth century. However, fierce patriotism and the strength of Japanese Shintoism, Buddhism and Confucianism impeded the growth of Christianity in Japan.

In most Asian countries Christians enjoyed certain privileges in the decades before the Pacific War. This privileged situation ended when Asian countries became independent nations after the Second World War. More and more indigenous Christians had to stand on their own feet. As minorities they did not emphasize their denominational differences, but looked for unity; sometimes governments enforced such unity. Hence in Japan the Kyodan came into being, in China, the China Christian Council (CCC), and in Indonesia the Dewan Gereja-Gereja di Indonesia (DGI, Council of Churches in Indonesia), later the Persekutuan Gereja-Gereja di Indonesia (PGI, Community of Churches in Indonesia). In Indonesia the Mennonite churches (GKMI and GITJ; see the chapter on Indonesia) joined the DGI/PGI; in China the remnants of Mennonite missionary work also became part of the CCC. In other countries, Mennonites stayed outside the ecumenical mainstream or joined evangelical organizations.

Early Mennonite Presence in Asia

Due to their position as dissenters with an inward-looking identity, Mennonites arrived late on the Asian missionary scene. In Europe, the Dutch Mennonites were the first to start a missionary organization. In 1820 two English Baptists (William H. Angas and William Ward, who was a co-worker with William Carey in Serampore, India), paid a fraternal visit to the Mennonites in the Netherlands. As a result of this visit, a group of influential Mennonite individuals established an auxiliary missionary society of the BMS in the Netherlands. For almost thirty years the society sent financial assistance to London. Later however, the Dutch Mennonites decided to establish their own, fully Mennonite mission organization. It was founded in 1847 and became known as Doopsgezinde Zendings Vereniging (DZV, Mennonite Missionary Society). In 1851 the DZV’s first missionary, Pieter Jansz, arrived in Batavia (now Jakarta), the colonial capital of the Dutch Indies.

Nevertheless, Pieter Jansz was by no means the first Mennonite in Asia! The very first one may have been Jeronimus Cornelisz, a shrewd merchant who must be called infamous rather than famous. He was the leader of a bloody mutiny aboard the commercial vessel Batavia which left for the Dutch Indies in 1629 but was wrecked near Australia’s west coast. After an extensive interrogation by a maritime court, Jeronimus was hanged on Robben island, South Africa on October 2, 1629. Since several Dutch Mennonites were active in the trading and shipping business, there may have been other Mennonites present in Asia in the next centuries. When Pieter Jansz arrived in Batavia in 1851, one of the first persons he visited was the medical doctor and biologist P. Bleeker, a Mennonite who had worked in Batavia from 1842 on, as director of a medical school for indigenous nurses.

Around the same time Anske Hielke Kuipers (1833-1902) sailed over the Dutch Indies’ seas as captain of a naval vessel. In 1859 he married the daughter of the German missionary J. H. Barnstein of the Rheinische Mission in Bandjermasin (Kalimantan). Back in Haarlem, Netherlands, he became the father-in-law of the South-Russian Mennonite missionary Gerhard Nikkel (1861-1932). Also, the most famous Dutch author of the nineteenth century, Eduard Douwes Dekker (1820-1887), who wrote sharp indictments against the Dutch colonial regime in the Indies, using as his pen name Multatuli, came from a solid Mennonite background; one of his brothers was a doopsgezind pastor in Friesland, though Multatuli himself later became a convinced atheist. He worked in the Dutch Indies between 1839 and 1857 as a government official. And just to mention one last name: Louis Frederik Dingemans (1874-1955) was resident of Yogyakarta around 1925 and would have become a member of the highest Advisory Council in the Dutch Indies (Raad van Indie) if only “a streak of madness” had not brought him into conflict with the influential Javanese Sultan of Yogyakarta.

Of course many others, mainly Dutch but probably also North-German Mennonites, worked in Asian countries in previous centuries. None of them, however, set out to establish a Mennonite church. So, after the Baptists had given the starting signal, the Dutch and North-German Mennonites were the first of this denomination to do missionwork in Asia; they confined their activities to the Dutch Indies.

The great Indian famine of 1897-98 became the catalyst for three other Mennonite missions to begin working in India between 1899 and 1908. In India, too, the Baptists were instrumental in the arrival of the first Mennonite missionaries. The American Baptist Missionary Union in Hyderabad accepted Abraham Friesen (1859-1919) and his wife Mary from South-Russia as missionaries in 1890. The Friesens belonged to the Mennonite Brethren and had studied at the Baptist Seminary in Hamburg, Germany. At that time the Russian government prohibited the establisment of an independent MB mission board. At the urging of the Baptists, the North-American Mennonite Brethren started its own mission program in Hyderabad in 1899.

An example of a totally different kind of temporary Mennonite presence was the so-called “Great Trek” undertaken by Claas Epp and some six hundred followers, from the Am Trakt settlement in the province of Samara, Russia to Central Asia, during the years 1880-1884. Epp was influenced strongly by chiliastic ideas, convinced that the second coming of Jesus was at hand; he also was afraid that soon the privilege of exemption from military service would end in Russia. The Trek did not end well, and the remainder of the group which originally accompanied Epp finally settled in Ak Metchet (also spelled Okh Mejid), not far from Khiva (Xiva) in the present-day Central Asian Republic of Uzbekistan. In 1873 the khanate of Khiva had been conquered by the Russians. Though most of the Mennonites sooner or later left and returned to Russia and from there to North America, a small group remained there and contributed to modernization, agricultural prosperity and Muslim-Christian relationships. Then, however, they were deported by the communist regime to Tajikistan, nor far from the border with Afghanistan.

Finally, in China the first Mennonite missionaries in the 1890s also initially worked under non-Mennonite missionboards. Nineteenth-century North-American Mennonites at that time lacked the necessary international networks and were not yet ready to start their own missions. However, in the early days of the twentieth century this situation changed quickly. H. C. Bartel from Hillsboro, Kansas (but born in Gombin, Poland) arrived in China in 1901 and began independent work at Ts’ao-hsien, Shantung in 1905. Like most European missionary organizations, his China Mennonite Mission Society drew its support from individual friends.

Recent developments within Mennonite/Anabaptist communities

A new phase started in 1920, when a Indonesian Chinese businessman, Tee Siem Tat, founded an Anabaptist fellowship in the town of Kudus, Central Java, Indonesia. His church, now the GKMI, is in fact the oldest Mennonite church in Asia, which brought self-support, self-government and self-extension in practice.

Another new stage began with the activities of Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) in Asia and the activity of several North-American Mennonite mission boards immediately after the Second World War, which consequently led to the founding of young and small churches in the Philippines (1946), Japan (1950), Vietnam (1954), Taiwan (1954) and Hong Kong (1960s). The MCC policy of intentionally creating a Mennonite presence at many places where development assistance is needed, has had a great impact.

The fact that Mennonites arrived rather late in Asia proved to be a hindrance at first. Many of the more hospitable cultural, religious and climatic areas had been occupied already by other missions. Furthermore, the early Mennonite mission boards in Europe and North America did not consider theological education to be important, either for their missionaries or for indigenous believers, nor did the early mission boards and missionaries emphasize a strong Anabaptist identity. Therefore it took time before a strong and trustworthy indigenous leadership could arise, and many of the mission churches remained small.

Real growth and a stronger identity came after these churches became independent, sometimes as the result of intentional evangelism, sometimes because of political, social and religious circumstances. On the other hand, political factors also led to the virtual disappearance of some churches, such as the churches in China and Vietnam; and leadership problems could cause a temporary rupture in the Mennonite presence, such as occurred in the Philippines.

Useful networks, the training of local leadership, diaconial activities and the strengthening of Anabaptist identity have grown as a result of the organization of the Asia Mennonite Conference – the first one held in 1971 in Dhamtari, India – and the assemblies of the Mennonite World Conference; and also, in some cases, thanks to Mennonite participation in the Asia Christian Council and global gatherings of evangelical bodies. Therefore, in several Asian countries Mennonites are well-known and respected in spite of their small number.
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Indonesia



CHAPTER III

The Mennonite Churches of Indonesia

by Adhi Dharma

General Introduction

Geography and History

Indonesia is known as “the emerald of the equator,” a tropical country with thousands of islands in an area of 1,900,000 square kilometers. The islands of Indonesia stretch for 5,000 kilometers from east to west and about 2,000 kilometers from north to south. Indonesia has about 13,000 islands, more than one hundred ethnic groups and more than 300 local languages. Among these thousands of islands there are five large ones. The first, the island of Borneo (Kalimantan) has an area of 736,000 square kilometers. (Only 540,000 square kilometers are within the boundaries of Indonesia. The remainder is a part of Malaysia). The second, Sumatra (Sumatera) contains 440,000 square kilometers and the third, West Papua has 442,000 square kilometers (part of an island with a total of 775,000 square kilometers). The fourth, Celebes (Sulawesi) has an area of 190,000 square kilometers, and the fifth, Java (Jawa) contains 132,000 square kilometers.

Denys Lombard, a historian specializing in Southeast Asia says: “Truly there is no other place in the world with the possible exception of central Asia, like Indonesia, where almost all the great cultures of the world are present, side by side or melted together into one.”1 Lombard’s statement is based on the location of the Indonesian islands which are at the crossroads of the continents of Asia and Australia, between the Indian Ocean and the Pacific Ocean. This location has made possible the meeting of influences from Indo-China, India and Australia. The result is that Indonesia is a wonderful laboratory for studying history, tradition, acculturation, ethnicity, and religious life.

Multiple influences from the cultures of China, India, Melanesia and the modern West have shaped Indonesian religions and cultures. One theory in anthropology, archaeology and linguistics asserts that there is evidence that around 3,000 B.C.E., migrants belonging to the so-called Proto-Malayan group arrived from the plains of south Asia around Yunnan in southwestern China. Later streams of migrants in the period 300-200 B.C.E. arrived from Indo-China as well. Proof is found in several surviving bronze artifacts. A bronze drum found in South Sumatra measuring more than one meter high and weighing more than 100 kilograms shows a relationship between the Indonesian archipelago and China at the time of the Han dynasty.2 At the time of the Emperor Wang Ming in the Han Dynasty, (1-6 C.E.) the archipelago was known as Huang-tse3 which was portrayed as a rich and peaceful country. At the time of the Javanese kingdom of Airlangga (928-1049 C.E.) Chinese colonies developed in Java, such in Tuban, Gresik, Jepara, Lasem, and Banten. Most of the Chinese who came to Indonesia lived in the coastal areas, married indigenous women and adopted the local culture.

In addition to China, the culture of India also added color to the archipelago, especially in Sumatra, Java and Bali (5th to 15th centuries). The influence of the culture and religion of India can be seen in the use of the Sanskrit language, the Hindu kingdoms in Java, ancient temples in Java, and systems of irrigation and rice cultivation. Hinduism is still practiced in Bali, and Hindu epic stories dramatized by shadow puppets (wayang) are still very important in Javanese tradition.

Beginning in the 13th century the first signs of the presence of Islam can be traced by Islamic gravestones in North Sumatra. Significant influence of Islam in Indonesia begins in the fifteenth century in Sumatra and Java and also in the eastern parts of Indonesia such as Celebes and the Moluccas. Trade, the influence of Sufism and the impact of military expeditions are factors contributing to the rapid spread of Islam. The growing influence of Islam in Java can be summarized in three phases. First, direct Islamization came with trade through the ports on the northern coast. Second, Islamic entrepreneurs moved into the interior with a form of Islam that was more organized and modern. Third, the system of boarding schools for teaching the Koran (pesantren) and Sufi mysticism (tarikat) played an important role in creating an Islamic network in the villages.4 By means of these three approaches, Islam was very successful in overcoming the domination of the Hindu kingdoms and replacing them with Islam in the three “hearts of the Javanese people,” that is the village, the market and the government bureaucracy. That is why Javanese Islam can be divided into three groups: abangan, santri, and priyayi.

The abangan are village residents who practice Islam mixed with beliefs colored by animism and dynamism. The santri are traders who practice a pure and strict form of Islam. The priyayi are descendants of the traditional nobility who combine Islam with the Javanese Hindu traditions inherited from their ancestors. Islam’s extraordinary ability to adapt to these three communities made it possible for Islam to develop without significant opposition. According to official government statistics, 90% of the population is Muslim, and Indonesia claims to be the country with the largest number of Muslims in the world.

In the sixteenth century the people in Indonesian territory began interacting with modern Western civilization in economic matters as well as in ethnology, technology and ideology. The Spanish, the Portuguese and later the Dutch arrived, bringing their cultures with them. Dutch influence was strong for three and a half centuries of colonization from the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries. The Dutch came to Indonesia for two reasons: to obtain access to natural resources (natural gas, gold and various spices). The sea, which in some ways separated the nations, also provided a transportation link which united them. Economic and cultural relations often connected one coast with another rather than one region within the archipelago with other regions. In the early sixteenth century, the Portuguese led by d’Albuquerque resided at the port of Malacca (1511) and the Spanish led by Magellan arrived in the Philippines (1521) after opening a new route for traveling to the Pacific Ocean. Europeans became aware of Indonesia. The coastal areas of Indonesia began to appear on world maps.

The first Dutch armada arrived in the waters of the archipelago in 1596 under the command of Cornelis de Houtman. Because of their interest in the rich natural resources of the archipelago the Dutch established the East India Trading Company (Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie - VOC), a strong organization that oversaw Dutch trade in the archipelago and also from Sri Lanka to Japan. Under Jan Pieterszoon Coen the port of Batavia (Jakarta) became the center of the network of VOC trade. The VOC network then spread to Ambon (1605), Banda (1621) and the Moluccas (1641), all along the coast of Sumatra (1663), Macassar (1667) and throughout Java and Bali until the end of the seventeenth century.

[image: images]

Jan Pieterszoon Coen

Because the Dutch used force and violence to defend the trading company and to strengthen their position in the archipelago, the pattern of relationship changed from trade to colonization. At the end of the eighteenth century the VOC ceased its activities and its possessions became the property of the Dutch government, which was under French control from 1795 until 1811. In 1808 the French emperor Napoleon appointed Herman Willem Daendels as governor of the East Indies. Daendels instituted forced labor, requiring the Javanese to perform labor for the Indies government. Daendels also sold land rights to the Chinese creating a situation where the Chinese were the hands and feet of the Dutch as tax collectors and administrators of forced servitude.

Opposition and rebellion arose everywhere. Among the many wars, the most important ones were the Padri War in Minangkabao, Sumatra (1817-1837), the Diponegoro or Java war (1825-1830) and the war in Aceh, North Sumatra (1837-1906). This continued into the twentieth century with wars in Bali (1906) and Flores (1907). Then more united national efforts against Dutch colonialism began: Budi Utomo, an organization promoting the education of Javanese priyayi (1908), Sarekat Islam, an Islamic trade union (1911), the Communist Party of Indonesia (1920) and the Nationalist Party of Indonesia (1927). This culminated in the Sumpah Pemuda (1928), a pledge adopted at a youth congress in Batavia which promulgated three ideals: one fatherland, one nation and one language.
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Dutch colonization in Indonesia lasted for 350 years and only ended after Japan invaded Indonesia on February 28, 1942 three months after Japan attacked Pearl Harbor. The Dutch were interned, use of the Dutch language was forbidden and the name of the city of Batavia was changed to Jakarta. Forced labor (known as romusha) was instituted again. In Java the People’s Labor Center (Pusat Tenaga Rakyat or Putera) was established as the agent of Japanese control of security. In addition, a military organization called Peoples Resistance (Perlawanan Rakyat or Peta) was formed with the intention of opposing the Allied forces. Japan became visibly stronger, enlisting the manpower of the people through portraying the Dutch and their allies as enemies of Indonesia. Although at the beginning Japan had portrayed itself as the “older brother” who would help prepare for Indonesian independence, Japan also treated Indonesia as its colony. Before Japan could take further measures, however, the bombing of Nagasaki and Hiroshima forced Japan to surrender to the Allied forces. The people of Indonesia, under the leadership of Soekarno and Hatta as president and vice president of the unitary Republic of Indonesia, immediately benefited by taking this opportunity to proclaim Indonesian independence on August 17, 1945, exactly three days after Japan surrendered. Soekarno and Hatta became president and vice president of the unitary Republic of Indonesia. A new phase for Indonesia as a free nation began. After independence, Indonesia continued to struggle to build a unitary Republic of Indonesia.

Realizing independence was not as easy as had been imagined, especially after colonization and deception had been experienced for so long. The country with more than 13,000 islands was laden with potential for conflict and social disintegration. Soekarno and Hatta followed a shrewd political path whereby three large political parties, allied with nationalism, religion and Communism respectively, were all given equal weight and became the pillars of the nation of Indonesia. However, the development of the strength of the military and the religious sector overcame the power of the Communist Party which is remembered for the 1965 event known as G30S PKI (the Communist Party of Indonesia movement of September 30). After that the equilibrium of the Indonesian nation was maintained by an unchallenged centralized power under the government of President Suharto which was known as the New Order (Orde Baru, 1965-1998). The New Order kept its power by concentrating on the growth of the economy and national stability. Stability and loyalty were assured throughout the New Order by the use of repressive political measures when necessary. In 1997, with the political changes known as the “Reform Movement” (gerakan reformasi), the New Order could no longer be maintained. The economy was fundamentally fragile due to the self-interest of various groups. Indonesia is still experiencing serious economic and political effects up to the present time.

Javanese Culture

Most Indonesian Mennonites live on the island of Java so we will describe the religious- cultural background of Java in some detail. The island of Java is about 1,100 kilometers long and on average about 120 kilometers wide with 132,187 square kilometers (including Madura). Java contains seven percent of the land of Indonesia, but 64 percent of the 220 million inhabitants of Indonesia. Population density is on average 726 people per square kilometer. The largest part of Java remains agricultural, and the inhabitants still live in villages.

A large number of the Javanese people are of the Muslim group abangan or Kejawen. This means that they do not strictly observe the dictates of Islam. A large number of Javanese still believe in a variety of unseen spirits that cause accidents and illness if they are angered or if people are not careful to appease the spirits’ anger. In order to prevent disaster people can protect themselves by making offerings consisting of rice, flowers and incense with the aid of an indigenous medical practitioner or shaman (dukun). Aside from that the Javanese believe that they must carefully maintain the stability of their emotions, deflecting shocks or surprises, always maintaining their inner spirits (batin) in a calm and acquiescent state. The basis of the Javanese view of life is that the arrangement of nature and society is pre-determined in all aspects. Each individual within this total structure plays only a small role. The main aspects of life and status have already been determined and one’s fate has been settled beforehand. In this framework the individual must patiently bear the difficulties of life. This belief is closely connected with the belief in supernatural guidance and aid from the spirits of the ancestors or from God.

A religious rite important to the Javanese, especially to Javanese kejawen, is the slametan, a simple ceremonial meal. All the neighbors are invited and as they partake together, harmony with the universe will be restored among the neighbors. In the slametan the values that are felt most deeply by the Javanese are expressed, that is, the values of togetherness, neighborliness and harmony. No wonder that in a recent study by Aristarchus Sukarto striking similarities between selamatan and the Lord’s Supper have been noted.

Unlike other Indonesian ethnic groups the Javanese do not use family names. Even though family relationships outside the nuclear family are not tightly regulated, relationships with the extended family are very important for the Javanese. This includes those who are related by blood, especially niece/nephew and aunt/uncle relationships, and sometimes also members of in-laws’ families. Within the family they can expect various kinds of assistance. Social relationships within the village are mainly based on a system of mutual aid that takes various traditional forms. Mutual aid is not limited to family relationships but can also be understood as a broadening of the family system which influences all interpersonal relationships throughout the village.

The arrival and spread of Christianity

It can be said that the Christian church in Indonesia began in 1522. In that year the Portuguese built a fort on the north Moluccan island of Ternate. Probably not long after that, the first people were baptized. Especially in the eastern parts of the archipelago, the Portuguese Catholic church grew, though mainly among Portuguese and people of mixed blood. Nevertheless, through the missionary work of Francis Xavier, who worked in the Moluccas in 1546 and 1547, Malay-speaking congregations in came into being at Ambon and other places. Portuguese rule lasted until 1605. Then the Calvinist Dutch took over, which meant that many Catholic congregations became Protestant. During the next two centuries Catholicism played a minor role only.

Until about 1800 the government controlled matters of religion in general and the church in particular. Churches grew in eastern Indonesia. In western Indonesia, especially in Java, churches remained restricted to the city of Batavia (the capital since 1619, renamed Jakarta in 1942) and several trading centers such as Semarang and Surabaya on Java’s north coast, Padang in Sumatra and Makassar in South Sulawesi. The VOC paid the Dutch pastors; they were state clergy who mainly served Dutch Christians, but some of the congregations consisted of soldiers of Portuguese descent and Malay-speaking indigenous people. The church’s rules and by-laws were translations and partial adaptations of the Calvinist church in the Netherlands. During the second part of the eighteenth century, trade and also Christianity decreased in Indonesia.

During the French occupation of the Netherlands (1796-1814), the Dutch lost control of their colony. In 1795-96 the British already occupied Padang (Sumatra) and Ambon; from 1811-1816 they ruled over the whole archipelago. During these years Thomas Stamford Raffles, the lieutenant governor, allowed missionaries to enter the country. One of them was the British Baptist William Robinson (1784-1853) who worked in Batavia between 1813 and 1821. Best known was Joseph Kam who arrived in 1814 together with two colleagues. Kam, who died in 1833, became the “apostle” of the Moluccas, as a pastor in the service of the Protestant church. Another of his missionary colleagues in 1814 was the German-born Gottlob Bruckner (1783-1853) who during most of the time of his service worked in Semarang as an independent missionary. Soon after he arrived there, he joined the British Baptists. Hence the Baptist Missionary Society supported him. He was the first to translate the New Testament into the Javanese language, but never succeeded in baptizing a single convert. Unfortunately, the colonial government did not allow the spread of his translation, maybe as a result of the Diponegoro War (1825-1830). Nevertheless, parts of his translation reached independent Christians in East Java, and some of them were among the first to evangelize in the Muria area. When the first Dutch Mennonite missionary, Pieter Jansz, arrived in the Muria area east of Semarang, he had frequent respectful contact with the then old “Father” Bruckner, as he called him.

In line with the results of the French revolution in Europe, the new colonial government kept a greater distance from religious matters after 1816. The Roman Catholic Church was allowed to resume its ecclesiastical structure and mission and gradually, the colonial Protestant Church in Indonesia developed new structures as well. Besides this church, however, missionary organizations of other churches began sending their missionaries. The oldest of these organizations, the Nederlandsche Zendeling Genootschap (1797) was not confined to one denomination. Dutch Mennonites supported this NZG as well in its early years, until the Doopsgezinde Zendings Vereniging was established in 1847. In addition to several Dutch organizations, the Rheinische Mission also started its work in Borneo and in North Sumatra. Other organizations followed.

Through the work of non-denominational Protestant Churches, the activities of many missionary organizations and finally through the work of independent Christians, Christianity began spreading rapidly in many areas of the archipelago. Especially in the first decades of the twentieth century, Christianity was associated with education, medical assistance and modernity. In line with the national struggle against the colonial structures, during the 1920s and 30s many young churches began asking for, and receiving their independence. When World War II broke out in 1939 this process was well underway, though not yet completed.

The names of several people who were instrumental in the spread of the Gospel in East and Central Java during the first half of the nineteenth century have to be mentioned. The first is C. L. Coolen (1775-1873), the son of a Dutch father and a Javanese mother. At first Coolen worked as a plantation overseer. Then he cleared the jungle at Ngoro in East Java and turned it into an area of farming and villages. As a pioneer and village leader, Coolen became a very powerful landowner. He established the rules for the people who wanted to live there. Coolen invited the people who lived in his villages to gather in his home every day to study ngelmu (Javanese spiritual knowledge) which for Coolen was connected to the Gospel. For him the Gospel was ngelmu above all ngelmu. The lessons given by Coolen were a Confession of Faith with twelve tenets of faith, the Ten Commandments and the Lord’s Prayer.5

Coolen used Javanese culture such as tembang (Javanese sung or recited poetry), wayang and dzikir (prayers and praise chanted together after an Islamic religious service). In his teaching Coolen rejected the idea of sacraments. He did not stress baptism, because for him that made the Javanese congregations followers of Dutch traditions; the confession of faith and a moral way of living were enough. As a Javanese Christian one must definitely remain Javanese. This attitude definitely was considered extreme and was a serious deviation from the “official teaching” which was brought by the missionaries in the future. In fact later on many congregations left Coolen to study baptism and the sacrament of Holy Communion with Jellesma, the NZG missionary who at that time was in Surabaya.

The second person who was instrumental in spreading the Gospel in East and Central Java was Johannes Emde (1774-1859), a pietistic watchmaker who married a Javanese woman. Through her he made contact with followers of Coolen, such as Dasimah. Emde’s wife was amazed in a conversation with Pak Dasimah’s son when she realized that this youth who was selling grass already knew about Christ. She called her husband and they learned that in the village of Wiyung there was a gathering of Christians. Emde wanted to get acquainted with Pak Dasimah and invited him to his home in Surabaya.

Pak Dasimah’s visit aroused the desire of the Emdes to visit the congregation in Wiyung. Emde and his wife were very friendly and natural and this made the Wiyung congregation very happy. They began to compare the Emdes’ friendliness with Coolen’s harshness. For example, when people met Coolen they were not allowed to stand. This was customary when Javanese spoke with Dutch people at the time. It was different with Emde. Everyone was treated the same; there was no differentiation of low or high position in accordance with the teaching of the Apostle Paul who said that in Christ there are no longer Jews and Greeks, or slave and free; all are equal.

The association with Emde not only brought about a spirit of solidarity, holy friendship and equality but also resulted in teaching about baptism. This truly amazed the Wiyung congregation because they had never received instruction about baptism from Coolen. Several people from Wiyung then went to Emde in Surabaya and asked to be baptized. Emde introduced them to a pastor from the Indonesian Protestant Church and 35 of them were baptized on December 12, 1843. Those who were baptized were allowed to take part in the sacrament of Holy Communion with the Surabaya congregation.

Coolen, who lived in Ngoro at that time, was angry to hear that his followers had received baptism. For him, water baptism was only for the Dutch. Javanese did not need baptism because it was a reminder of a foreign tradition and culture. Javanese were different from the Dutch. Coolen forced Pak Dasimah and his friends who had received baptism to leave the village of Ngoro. From that came the epithet “Dutch Christian.” The tension between Coolen and Emde was similar to the tension between the indigenous Javanese mystical evangelist Ibrahim Tunggul Wulung and the Mennonite missionary Pieter Jansz.

A third person instrumental in spreading the Gospel in East and Central Java was the NZG missionary J. E. Jellesma (1817-1858), who worked in Surabaya and later in the Christian village of Mojowarno from 1848 onwards. Pieter Jansz had many contacts with him as well, and several early evangelists and teachers of the DZV in the Muria area came from East Java.

In Central Java we see similar developments. On the one hand independent Christians, such as Mrs. C. P. Philips-Stevens (1825-1876), wife of the administrator of a coffee plantation, spread the Gospel. She and her sister-in-law and also the lawyer F. L. Anthing worked closely together with the independent Javanese evangelist Sadrach (1840-1924) who tried to indigenize western church forms in his movement. Originally Sadrach may have been a follower of Tunggul Wulung, whom we will meet below. On the other hand, in Semarang we find the western NZG missionary W. Hoezoo, who cooperated with Pieter Jansz for several decades insofar as practices of baptism and church order did not divide them. Only after his death in 1890 was it possible to bring the congregation in Kayuapu (near Kudus) under the aegis of the Mennonite mission.
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J. E. Jellesma


From Dutch Mennonite Mission to Independent Churches (ca. 1850-1945)

In 1847 the Dutch Mennonites founded the Doopsgezinde Zending Vereniging (DZV) as a sign of their self-confidence among other churches in the Netherlands. Their intention was to proclaim the Gospel in the Netherlands overseas possessions. In 1851 the DZV sent its first missionary to Java, Pieter Jansz (1820-1904), a teacher by profession and a pietistic evangelical believer. Education was viewed as a safe field of endeavor for the mission without risking conflict between the government of the Dutch Indies and the Indonesians, the majority of whom were Muslim. Jansz prepared at the Koninklijke Akademie in Delft, studying Bible, theology, language, ethnology and geography under the guidance of professor Jan Van Gilse from the Mennonite Seminary in Amsterdam.

Pieter Jansz: a Western Missionary Pioneer

Jansz and his wife, Wilhelmina Frederica Schmilau, arrived in Batavia (Jakarta) in November 1851. Because the DZV didn’t support Jansz as a full time evangelist, he had to find other work to support himself so he began to look for work as a teacher. He visited several areas such as Banyumas, Tegal, Pasuruhan and Demak. While in Demak, Jansz had the opportunity to work as a private tutor for the children of the Bupati (the government official who was head of a regency) of Demak. However within a short time he moved to Jepara, a harbor city in the western part of the area around Mount Muria, an extinct volcano about 1600 meters high. Here he worked as a private tutor for the children of a wealthy sugarcane plantation owner named Markar Soekias. Soekias was a Christian of Armenian heritage who hoped that Janzs’s Christian teaching could help him pacify the 700 plantation laborers. Jansz definitely did not support this idea and he quarreled with Soekias.

Jansz left Soekias and moved to Sumbring near the village of Mlonggo. Here he began to direct his attention to evangelism free from the dictates of others. His background as a teacher made it easy for Jansz to begin his mission of evangelism by offering education to Javanese children. He was given permission to teach Javanese children because his work in education was viewed positively by the government of the Dutch Indies. At that time only the children of the wealthy and those who had a high position such as a bupati were able to go to school.

Jansz received permission from the governor general of the Dutch Indies to open a school and even to carry on evangelism in the kecamatans (sub-district jurisdictions) in the Jepara area (the northern part of Central Java). This was truly amazing considering that the government of the Dutch Indies was usually very careful to prevent conflict, thereby protecting its economic interests, by forbidding evangelism in areas where Islam was strong. The activities and locations of missionaries were tightly regulated by the Dutch Indies government.

At the beginning, the school that Jansz established had only three students. Eventually the school flourished. Also, he succeeded in preparing several adults for baptism. At the Easter celebration, April 16, 1854, Jansz baptized five people, one man and four women. The following year two believers were baptized, and the year after that, there were a total of seven.
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A page from Pieter Jansz’ diary

Of course if compared with the missionary service of his contemporary Jellesma in Mojowarno, the growth of Jansz’s following could be said to be slow. This was because there were at least three big challenges that Pieter Jansz had to confront. First, the location around Mount Muria6 was not a fertile area for evangelism because it included the three important cities, Demak, Kudus and Jepara, where the influence of Islam can be said to be the strongest in Central Java. In this area there were three sunan (Javanese Muslim holy men) out of nine sunan who were very influential in the development of Islam in Java. They were Sunan Muria, Sunan Kudus and Sunan Kalijaga. Historically the city of Jepara itself was a strong Islamic area within the Demak sultanate.

Second, conflict developed with the Dutch Indies government. At the end of 1859 Jansz wrote and distributed a tract with the title “The Time has Come.” It was feared that this tract could trigger social disturbance, especially religious conflict. Governor General C. F. Pahud forbade Jansz distributing the tract, because of its religious overtones. From this it can be understood that for the Indies government a stable security situation was of utmost importance to promote economic interests. Therefore in the midst of a population, the majority of whom were Muslim, the Indies government exercised care in guarding against social conflict caused by efforts to spread religion.

Third, anti-colonial struggles were increasing in strength, especially after the Diponegoro War (1825-1830). The Diponegoro War was an explosive expression of nationalism against the Dutch oppressor. This Diponegoro War is known as the Javanese War because there was a convergence of interests between upholding Islam and the mystical hope of the Javanese people for the presence of the Just King (Ratu Adil). By marrying the struggle to uphold Islam to the hope of the presence of Ratu Adil, the Diponegoro War had a broad impact. With strong nationalism opposing the colonizing nation, the Christian religion had to be opposed because it was seen as the religion of the colonizers. Because of that, the work of evangelism by the European missionaries on the island of Java did not flourish.


Pieter Jansz and government authority

On March 17, 1860 Jansz’s permission to preach the Gospel in Jepara was rescinded by the Dutch Indies government. The police watched his church so that only Christians could enter. At the same time, Christians were ridiculed and harassed by the people and often called to the police station. The Minister of Colonial Affairs J. J. Rohussen told the leaders of the DZV that Jansz could receive permission again, provided he showed signs of change. This really offended Jansz and he refused on the principle that he was more afraid of God than of the government. So beginning in 1860, Jansz again worked as a teacher and at the same time led his little congregation. Ten years later he gave this defense: “I definitely cannot accept conditions that require me to request permission from worldly leaders, because if I request permission from them it means that I am quietly saying that the Gospel is only valid if they give permission.”



Working within this cultural and political dilemma was not easy, and Jansz finally realized that mission work could not depend on foreigners, especially not Europeans. Evangelism and the work of the church must be from and by indigenous people. Jansz contacted his Reformed colleague Jellesma in Mojowarno, East Java, to request a Javanese assistant and Jellesma sent Sem Sampir to help Jansz. With Sem Sampir’s assistance Jansz developed a new plan: to form a nucleus of trained personnel and appoint local assistants such as Pasrah Karso, Tresno, Petroes and Filemon. The role of the mission began to change from focusing only on conversion, to training and enlisting the indigenous people to become evangelists to their own people. Jansz began this work in his school in Jepara and he also opened a Bible school to prepare local evangelists.

One of Pieter Jansz’s assistants, whom it is appropriate to mention here, is Pasrah Karso (which means “fully surrendered to the will of God”). Pasrah learned about Christianity under the leadership of Filemon, a student of Hoezoo who lived in Kayuapu, but he was baptized by Jansz on February 24, 1859. He then became Jansz’s assistant in spreading the Gospel from Pulojati where he lived to Blingoh (Kelet), Karanggondang, and Kedungpenjalin.
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