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The Indonesian political crisis that often appears in modern newscasts and political discussion is the direct offspring of three important issues.  These are the orthopraxy and emphasis upon law and; the necessary social conformity of conversion to Islam, and the recent rise of Islamic Revitalization.  The combination of these three issues, set into the Indonesian atmosphere of tension, large population, and strong belief, has created a whirlpool of strife and violence that is progressively worsening and requires action from the moderates and international community to improve.
Islamic conversion theology is a very pertinent subject because Islam is deeply concerned with spiritual and temporal matters.  Adhering to the Islamic religion not only directs the spirit of a man but also his daily life, his industry, and his co-existence with other men.  In fact, Islam focuses upon orthopraxy instead of orthodoxy, like most Christian sects.  In An Introduction to Islam, Frederick Denney described this tendency: “Then all of the other elements of belief and the prescribed duties become immediately incumbent on the one who has testified by means of the shahada.” (I.I. 107)  The orthopraxy is a significant issue in modern times because it deals with the practices of temporal groups, societies, and nations, thus creating conflicts when the orthopraxy of one society does not match that of another, or sects within one society disagree.

The basis of orthopraxy within Islam has two primary causes: the five pillars of Islam and the law.  The five pillars are the basic practices that define Islam and transcend the various sects with little variation.  The five pillars are as follows: admitting that God is one God and no other; habitual prayer; consistent almsgiving; fasting during the holy month of Ramadan; and a pilgrimage to Mecca once during a lifetime.  The last four pillars in particular refer to practical, temporal issues and habits.  Thus after adopting Islam these practices are imperative therefore create a direct connection between the spiritual and temporal worlds.

The importance of orthopraxy to Islam is also related to the central role of an extensive system of laws.  In fact, Islamic law is not relegated to one or several aspects of life, but is relevant to the entire spectrum of earthly existence.  Denney supported this idea by writing: “Because of this concern for all of life, law became central from the earliest period.” (I.I. 195)  Islamic law is not merely a set of ordinances but an all inclusive set of principles and ordinances known as Shari’a.  As a result, several modern scholars describe Islam not as a religion but a set of principles to live by.  This broad set of regulations is referred to as the “Straight Path.”

The importance of the “Straight Path” in Islamic religion is inextricably connected to conversion.  The previous assertion that the fundamental elements of Islam are comprised by the five pillars and Shari’a implies that to be converted means immediate and devoted obedience toward those two principles.  The first step, then, toward membership in Islam is adherence to a set of principles that relate directly to the temporal realm and only indirectly to the spiritual.  The most fundamental aspect of Islamic conversion theology is a codified orthopraxy.  Indeed, the principles of conversion are only connected to God himself in a personal way through acknowledging his supremacy and less directly through prayer.  Thus, it appears that the first and most imperative rule for a Muslim convert is to conform with the social and judicial standards that his Islamic community embraces through Shari’a and the five pillars. 
Islamic conversion and orthopraxy are thus intricately tied to a man’s position and role in society.  In fact, many regions of the Islamic world are split into small ethnic, sectarian, or social groups instead of cohesive nations.  The defining theme of a particular social group is its interpretation and orientation toward the basic principles of conversion and law that were previously mentioned.  Indonesia in particular is divided between several groups—the fundamentalists and moderates—that have widely varying interpretations.  Because of the central role of the interpretation of law or the Koran or one’s duty toward God and fellow men, the interrelation of these two groups is an intense and passionate experience.  The connection between conversion practices, law, and social and political tension are thus evident and of utmost important to all political units worldwide because of their fierceness and connection to the law and to God.

As a result, the political and social implications of orthopraxy create interesting implications for a convert to Islam.  At the root of society and politics—regardless of one’s particular loyalty to a sect—is a person’s spiritual orientation toward Allah and his “Straight path.”  As noted above, the temporal concern within Islam dictates that immediately upon conversion, a servant of God is bound to follow the social commands and precepts dictated by Islam.  The connection between spirituality and political and social conformity gives the leaders of a community or nation an extraordinary amount of control.  If being rightly related to God means following the social and political dictates of a certain group, then the authority of those leaders is directly descended from God’s.
The dramatic interrelation of these political and social groups has a potent effect upon local and national politics.  When any two political or social groups are in close proximity—whether at the local or national level—the central role of law and the importance of correct interpretation results in tension and often political and military warfare.  This is evident through the modern examples of Palestinian Jewish relations, Soveit-Afghanistan relations, and the relationship between Islam in Africa and the pagan tribes that still populate the region.

In fact, this tension is so powerful that the 20th century witnessed the birth of a new movement in Islam because of the conflict between the strict, reformed Muslim regions and the Christian or Pagan regions.  Because of the strict social practices and theories Muslims must adhere to, the contact with other regions in the world caused many Muslim factions to revert to a harsh, passionate form of Islam termed Islamic revitalization.  Indeed, the Muslims throughout history and in more recent periods have often associated social and political—temporal—with their ability to honor their spiritual connection to God.  As a result, we can see that for many centuries the means by which a political unit would honor God was the level to which they could create a hegemonic group united by their close and similar obedience to his commandments for temporal life.  Thus during the crises of the 20th century they sought to reform their religion and implement a form that completely embraced the laws and commands of Islam without exception.

  This tension that created this movement occurred more particularly after the 1970s (IRAS 878).  As mentioned earlier, the important international events were the revolution in Iran, Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, the rise of Arab-Israel conflict, and the increased wealth around the Gulf that corresponded to nationalistic governments and oil power. (IRAS 877).  These events brought a crisis to the international Muslim world that intensified because of its relation to the full spectrum of issues: religious, political, social, and international safety.  As a result, many Islamic groups responded by conceiving of a united Islamic world that was more all encompassing than focus upon spiritual issues alone.
There are four primary themes of Islamic Revitalization that are united in their common goal: a united and global community that is distinctly separate from the Christian and pagan societies and strict adherence to God’s principles.  These four principles are as follows: creating an all-encompassing faith by combining religion and social practice; creating a united global Islamic community; confidence in the ability of Muslims to tackle issues through their united strength; and, the transfer of all activities and duties from to the responsibility of the Islamic Revitalization movement.

The first principle is arguably the most important issue and serves as a foundation that the other three can stand upon.  Islam and the religious views of the United States were already contrasted because America adheres to separation of church and state while Islam desires their combination.  While this has already been touched upon, it is necessary to revive the discussion in the new context of Islamic Revitalization.  Were Islam simply relegated to the spiritual level, then the worldwide Islamic community would not have the necessary political, social, and laws that give the global community a common bond.  In fact, the desire within Islam to combine spiritual and temporal arenas is another approach to defining Islam as a set of earthly principles or the “Straight Path.”  This goal—known technically as al-din—is very important to Muslims and is the primary means by which they can create a more unified, pious, set-apart community that stretches across the globe.

The second of these four principles of Islamic Revitalization seeks to bring the Muslims from all regions of the world into one supportive body.  This is best described using the Muslim term umma, which essentially means a single, global community for Muslims.  This community is based upon an ideal of brother and sisterhood.  The interesting and important element of this community is that unity is based solely upon one’s adherence to the most general and basic principles of Islam—the same Shari’a and law.  Inherent, then, is the principle that although interpretation of law is dangerous there is enough acceptable differentiation to include many different sects of Islam into the global community.  For instance, the hotly contested issues that stand between the Shiite and Sunni Muslims are not of enough import to affect the umma.
The next principle asserts the necessity of a total and unyielding confidence in the united Muslim world and the leaders of the new, passionate Islamic organizations.  This is a key element for gaining the support and inertia of motion necessary to persevere through local and international struggles.  New movements can often fade as quickly as they were created unless they develop a proven record of success during tribulation.  And, in fact, the Islamic organizations and leaders of the connected Islamic world have correctly handled enough situations to instill confidence in the members of the common populace.  Despite Western libels of “fundamentalism” or “extremism”, this excellent record has instilled a new pride and confidence in the ability of an all encompassing Islam to guide the followers of Muhammad through all international and social conflicts.

The final principle is a matter of efficiency, organization, and practicality.  As a result of the preceding three themes and their resultant success, across the globe activities are being conducted and goals met under the authority of Islamic Revivalist groups, instead of independent organizations.  Thus an increasing number of activities are being conducted by groups that are the passionate leaders in producing a strict Islam based upon law and heritage, its strict principles, and its modern expression.  Hussan Mutalib succinctly summarizes this situation: “they draw inspiration from the lives and practices of Muhammad and the ‘Quranic generation’ of the Sahabahs, as well as from the ideas and programs of more recent karakah movements like Ikhwanul Muslimin and Jama’at Islami.” (get citation)  Through the authority of these groups, more focus is put upon the practical steps necessary to transition Islam from a religion to both umma and al-din.

Because of the inherent connection between orthodoxy and orthopraxy in Islam and the modern movement to combine all elements of life under the aegis of Islam, many nations have been tending towards the integration of religion into political authority, for example Iran.  This trend has created a development of Islamic states that are much different in composition than the United States, which has a largely Christian populace but a secular government that accepts the freedom of individuals to worship as they choose.  Thus we find Islamic Radical movements seeking to create and maintain states that follow the example of Khomeini in Iran.  The religious prerogative for this development is the role of a political representative of God on earth, much like the role of the Catholic Pope.  While there is certainly contention within Islam about this practice—particularly between Sunni and Shiite sects—it is certainly evident that the combination of religion and politics is a definite trend that has the support of passionate, radical Muslims.
At the local level, this trend has created much stress by trying to unite politically and religiously independent groups into one body.  In an area like Indonesia split between militant and moderate Islamic groups, Christian religious and political groups, people still affected by the Hindu background, and a diverse range of ethnicities, issues arise that do not appear in the totalitarian countries of Iran and Saudi Arabia.  These issues are tolerance, racism, separation of religion and politics, and the continuation of industry, trade, and business during the storm brought on by these tumultuous issues.

Because of the proliferation of political religious groups in Indonesia, it serves as a prime example of the contemporary trend to integrate politics and religion in Islam.  The issue of politics and society in Indonesia is certainly escalated in intensity by the previously mentioned rise of Islamic Revitalization.  Because the backbone of that movement calls for in-depth, broad, and complete unity in religious and political practice, it comes into fierce opposition to the opposed moderate Muslims and Christians.  Thus the other ethnicities and sects in Indonesia are opposed to the traditional and strict view of Islam—according to the interpretation of the fundamentalists.  In addition, the majority of Indonesians also appear to be by definition opposed to the new rise of the passionate, fervent view of Islam that seeks to combine politics and spirituality into a new way of life for all Muslims.
For instance, a small percentage of Indonesians are Christianity that have distinct views and goals for society, namely the freedom to worship, procreate, and conduct business without spiritual control and with limited, balanced political control.  The situation between Christians and the fundamentalists in Indonesia in made particularly interesting because the Christians connect their ideals of how the temporal world should be constructed with the precepts of the Bible and the commands of God.  As a result, the situation is incredibly intense because they as well as the fundamentalists consider temporal situations connected to the divine precepts of God, although the Christian God commands more freedom of expression than that Muslim God, according to modern Christians.
The political situation in Indonesia and Islamic conversion practices again intersect in the category of tolerance.  This is an issue that is necessary in the regions of Islam that do not possess the type of totalitarian government that fully integrates religion and politics.  When sects within the same geographic location come into contact with each that do not share the same conceptions of religious orthopraxy and social ordinances, there will obviously be friction.  The healthy co-existence of society will then be directly based upon the different social groups’ willingness to accept opposing ideas.  This necessary consequence of co-existence on earth is then obviously related to the issues of moderate Muslims and Islamic Revitalization.  Unfortunately, only the Christians and moderates can provide any sort of tolerance for the ongoing discussion between these different groups.
The different social, religious, and political communities in this situation have several responses which they can follow.  The first response is military and political force—often lethal—to simply force conformity upon the different group.  This certainly creates homogeneity at the surface level but is expensive in terms of lives, money, and popularity throughout the society.  Second, the fundamentalist Islamisists can maintain control and implement minor, balanced conformity that frees opposed groups to live according to their convictions, with minor limits.  This response has a long historical heritage in the Muslim world.  Third, the sects can coexist without any forced conformity whatsoever, though that option sacrifices the homogeneity that is essential to the new purpose of much of the Muslim community.

The issues of fundamentalism and a global Islamic community are especially important for the Indonesian experience.  In order to fully understand this concept, it is necessary to understand several key aspects of Indonesia.  First, Indonesia has the largest Muslim population of any nation or democracy.  Second, Islam was planted in Indonesia through the work of merchants and preachers, not by military force.  Also, the moderate Sufi style was developed in a strongly Hindu region, which had a negative impact upon the quality and fierceness of Islam in Indonesia.  Third, in support of Indonesia’s moderate Islamic tendencies, there are two schools with 50 million and 40 million members, respectively that support a view of Islam, God, and the Koran that is more tolerant and sensitive to spiritual issues, and expresses the freedom and love within Islam.  Such leaders as Nadlatul Ulama, Abdurrahman Wahid, and Nurcholish Madjid are the leading proponents of this view of Islam.  These leaders have a diametrically opposed view of Islam from the fundamentalists.  In their consideration, Islam is more concerned about the relational and personal link between God and man than any other factor.  Thus, in the opinion of the moderates, Shari’a and the five pillars certainly important, but merely serve as a structure that expands an individual’s ability to worship God and co-exist happily with other members of society.

The Islamic Revitalization movement in Indonesia is a minority but still wields enough power to create an internationally known altercation.  The extremists are well-funded, organized, and often intimidate and outmaneuver their opposition.  In contrast, the moderates are frequently too hesitant to meet the extremists at a driven, fast-paced level.  Much of their success is the result of two primary means of influencing the larger, acceptable group of moderates and non-Muslim Indonesians.  First, the enforced Islamization of Indonesia effected by changing legislation toward the domination of society by the five pillars and shari’a.  Because of a very tedious yet fast-paced election process—combined with exploitation and corruption—Islamic Fundamentalists have the horrifyingly easy opportunity to change legislation.  In fact, the situation is so serious that, “A proposed health bill would bar doctors from treating people of a different religion.  Other bills would forbid interreligious marriage.  The draft ‘Law on Inter-Religious Toleration’ would require people to ‘uphold the teachings and values of his respective religion’ and forbid views ‘not aligned with the principal teaching of such religions.’”  Despite the nefarious and almost illegal nature of these laws, they continue: “The state could force people by law to follow the decrees of a religious teacher and forbid all religious dissent.  Religions such as Confucianism and animism would be banned entirely.’”  This new legislation is especially important because they are being enacted by the minority party.  In accord, the moderates in technical control of the government are inactive and simply let these new measures pass without sufficient fight.  A key reason the moderates take this stance is because any politician who appears to oppose fundamentalism can be construed as an enemy of Islam because the Islamic Revitalization movement is directly connected to Shari’a and the five pillars.

The Islamic Revitalization movement also engenders support by using force at the local level.  This method is related to the Shari’a because through the use of violent and legal control of small regions Islamic Fundamentalists can force the lower and middle class citizens to follow the exact precepts of Islam law.  Through these methods the radicals are in fact forcing the local communities to follow the prerequisite principals of the al-din and umma.  According to Paul Marshall of The Weekly Standard, these regions are: “Sulawesi, Sumatra, Easter Java, Banten, Flores, Sumba, and the Bandung area.”  He further relates: “They force women to wear hijabs, threaten alcohol vendors, attack nightclubs, and at prayer times force shops to close and cars to pull over or be stoned.”


Through the two methods above described, the threat of Islamic Revitalization also pertains to non-Muslims.  Christians, Hindus, and members of the smaller religious groups such as animism and Confucianism are receiving terrorist attacks and experience the gradual expulsion of non-Islamic religions.  In fact, a law was passed that allows churches to be closed if the surrounding residents so petition.  Often this opposition turns violent, including the destruction of churches.  However, atheistic or non-Christian sections of society—for instance, revelers, partiers, and drinkers receive criticism and violent attack from the Radicals.  A prime example of these tragic instances was the bombing of a nightclub in Bali.

Despite the flaccid response of the moderate political leaders, there are several responses to this growing pressure, mostly weak and ineffective, however.  It is important to realize, though, that the moderate and democratic Muslims in Indonesia are aware of the problem.  The issue of fundamentalism is not a clear-cut issue, though, because of the necessary games that politicians must play.  For instance, Sydney Jones reports: “More and more politicians at a national level are seeing that they can win political points by raising question about the way the war on terror is prosecuted.”  These political games are played on the international level as well, as seen through the example of the United States.  Marshal argues that, “The United States has certainly noticed the growing problem, but only sees the problem as a result of terrorism, instead of the growing Islamization of Indonesia and the drive to create a united, political, social, and religious front in Southeast Asia.”  According to his opinion, then, the United States does not realize that the radicals have many other methods than terrorism and that the end goal is not the destruction of property, but creating a homogenous, religious and political authority for all of Southeast Asia.  While lives would not be endangered if terrorism was halted, still democracy and freedom would not thrive because the local gangs would enforce Shari’a and politicians would enforce radicalism through judicial means that would later lead to unchecked legal authority for fundamentalists.

From the above discussions, we can see that Indonesia is indeed a very important aspect of the rise of Islamic Fundamentalism—first at the local level, then national, then Southeast Asian, then International.  Not only is it the largest country in Southeast Asia and also the largest collection of Muslims in the world, but Indonesia also has massive oil resources and is positioned in the world’s most important shipping region. (Marshall)  Thus, whether the radicals will have success in their venture to create a united, global, Islamic authority that can enforce Shari’a on all cultures, is in part hinged upon the struggle between fundamentalists and the moderate democratic majority, the minority of Christians and Pagans, and the small but exceedingly powerful, wealthy, and motivated fundamentalists in Indonesia.  This very issue of utmost international importance has been proven to relate to the historical rise of Islamic Revitalization and Islamic Conversion theology.  The interrelation of religion, law, and politics, then, are inextricably connected to each other in the Indonesian experience and provides an equally fascinating as well as important topic for research and action.
