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ABSTRACT

Universitas Islam Negeri (UIN, State Islamic University) Sunan Kalijaga, Yogyakarta,
constantly provides important contributions to developing and promoting the
Comparative Religion discipline and the University accordingly has become a leading
centre for comparative religious studies in Indonesia. The present state of such studies
in the state institutions of Islamic higher education in the country has been quite
indebted to the role played by the University. This thesis attempts to explore the
growth and development of Comparative Religion as an academic discipline being
taught for years at the University. In analysing how the University cultivates and
fosters Comparative Religion, this study investigates the manifestations of the
discipline into three academic aspects. Firstly, the University’s educational system,
which includes the methods used in teaching and learning Comparative Religion, the
curricular and syllabic design of the discipline, and other academic policies conducive
for maintaining Comparative Religion. Secondly, the role played by the community of
the UIN scholars in advancing comparative religious studies. Thirdly, the thoughts
and views of the UIN scholars regarding selected topics in Comparative Religion,
such as the origins of religion, the religious truth claims, methodology and approaches
applied in comparative religious studies, and the objectives and benefits of learning
Comparative Religion. This study applies qualitative methods of research, which rely
on descriptive and interpretative analyses, historical survey, as well as philosophical
examination. It also involves library research and unstructured interviews with some
of the UIN scholars concerned with Comparative Religion. The objectives this thesis
tries to achieve are: to acquire a portrait of the historical context of the emergence and
development of Comparative Religion in Indonesia; to find appropriate ways of
improving the methods of teaching and learning the Comparative Religion discipline
that meet the needs of Muslim students of religious studies; and to determine the
trends of intellectual orientation among the UIN scholars associated with Comparative
Religion. The research reveals some findings related to several issues: the connection
between the incorporation and teaching of Comparative Religion at the University and
the wider context of Indonesian socio-historical dynamics; the epistemological
interplay between Muslim and Western traditions of religious studies which inspired
the emergence of the notions of Islamic integration of knowledge; and the prospect of
teaching and learning Comparative Religion as a medium to promote and build
interreligious peace and harmony in the society.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

A. BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

Since time immemorial, Indonesia has been known as a great, amiable home to major
world religions such as Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism, Catholicism, and
Protestantism. In addition to these officially state-recognized religions, a plentiful
variety of tribal and indigenous beliefs, ethnic groups, cultures, arts, and local
languages have also been existent and alive there for centuries. In such a plural society
as Indonesia, religious diversity is seen as a serious matter that requires appropriate
handling and management; otherwise, if poorly treated, it would be very likely to
engender interreligious violence and intolerance.

The portrait of the relationship between different religious believers in most
parts of the country before independence was, in general, coloured by a significant
degree of conviviality and yet traces of interreligious tensions and clashes were
sporadically found. These cases occurred more often than not in the predominantly
Muslim regions, usually involving two parties: Muslim and Christian communities.?
Meanwhile, interreligious relations in Indonesian post-independence became more
complicated and, unfortunately, the cases of interreligious conflict and clashes during

this period increased in frequency.

! See, Herman L. Beck, “A Pillar of Social Harmony: the Study of Comparative Religion in
Contemporary Indonesia,” in Modern Societies & the Science of Religions: Studies in Honor of
Lammert Leertouwer, edited by Gerard Wiegers and Jan Platvoet, (Leiden: Koninklijke Brill NV,
2002), 332.

2 Some historical accounts on this issue can be found for instance in, M.C. Ricklefs, A History of
Modern Indonesia since ¢. 1200, (California: Stanford University Press, 3 edition, 2001); Ricklefs,
Polarising Javanese Society, Islamic and Other Visions, (Singapore: NUS Press, 2007); and Sutarman
S. Partonadi, Sadrach’s Community and Its Contextual Roots, A Nineteeth Javanese Expression of
Christianity, (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1988).



Inapt measures to deal with religious diversity are likely to result in
interreligious tensions and violence that in turn can lead to real threats to the national
integrity and security interests. In view of this, many Indonesian Muslim practitioners
of education were very aware that academic training in Comparative Religion® can
play a pivotal role in edifying their fellow Muslims’ mind-sets about the importance
of having a better understanding and mutual respect for religious others. In relation to
this, in 1960 Universitas Islam Negeri (UIN, State Islamic University) Sunan Kalijaga
established the Department of Comparative Religion, a progressive step of great
relevance to the national interests of building and promoting interreligious tolerance,
peace, and harmony within the pluralistic society of Indonesia.* Ever since then, the
University has become a fertile academic ground for the Comparative Religion
discipline to grow and thrive quite well. Moreover, the University’s efforts to set up
the Department of Comparative Religion have been emulated by many other Islamic
institutions of higher learning linked to Perguruan Tinggi Agama Islam Negeri

(PTAIN, the state institutes of Islamic studies).’

3 There are still voices expressing dissent concerning whether Comparative Religion is by definition
different from, and only a branch of Allgemeine Religionswissenschaft, which literally means General
Science of Religion, or is simply another name for the same field of science. For the latter, Allgemeine
Religionswissenschaft can be dubbed with various names as the Study of Religion, the Comparative
Study of Religion, the Scientific Study of Religion, the Phenomenology of Religion, the History of
Religion, and Religious Studies. They can be used interchangeably, but still refer to the same definition.
4 Fuad Jabali and Jamhari, eds., The Modernization of Islam in Indonesia, an Impact Study on the
Cooperation between the IAIN and McGill University, (Jakarta and Montreal: Indonesia-Canada
Islamic Higher Education Project, 2003).

> UIN Sunan Kalijaga, previously named IAIN Sunan Kalijaga, is a part of Perguruan Tinggi Agama
Islam Negeri (PTAIN, the State Institutes of Islamic Studies). PTAIN is a large system of state
institutes of Islamic higher learning that represents 8 UINs (Universitas Islam Negeri, State Islamic
University), 14 1AINs (Institut Agama Islam Negeri, State Institute of Islamic Studies), and 32 centres
of Islamic higher learning with college status called STAIN (Sekolah Tinggi Islam Negeri, State
College of Islamic Studies). In addition, there also are a number of institutes and colleges of Islamic
studies run by private educational institutions or foundations. Both state and private academic
institutions are supervised by Direktorat Pendidikan Tinggi Islam (DITRJEN DIKTIS, the Directorate
of Institutes of Islamic Studies) which is attached to the Directorate General of Islamic Education under
the Ministry of Religion of the Republic of Indonesia. The eight current UINs are, in fact, a later result
of the transformation of 1AINs from institutional status into university status. This transformation was
initiated in the 2000s.



The goal of incorporating Comparative Religion into the University’s
curricular is not simply to improve the scholarship and theoretical works in the
discipline, but rather to improve the institution’s role and contribution in building and
strengthening the culture of interreligious dialogue, cooperation, and tolerance.® As a
result, the perseverance of the UIN scholars in fostering Comparative Religion has
brought the University to be a reputable centre for comparative religious studies in
Indonesia.” As such, the teaching of Comparative Religion in tertiary institutions is
believed to equip students with tools of critical analysis, to shape their better
understanding of other religions, and to “widen the intellectual and spiritual horizons
of students by bringing to them...deeper dimensions of life and culture in the dreams
and faith by which men live.”®

Historically speaking, the Comparative Religion discipline is not something
new to Indonesian Muslims. In the 1930s, or three decades before UIN Sunan
Kalijaga founded the Department of Comparative Religion, some Islamic secondary
schools and colleges in West Sumatra started to introduce the discipline to their
students. In addition, in fact, Niir al-din al-ranir1 (d. 1658), a prominent Muslim
scholar who lived during the Acehnese sultanate of the seventieth century, wrote a
book entitled Tibyan fi ma ‘rifat al-adyan, which extensively expounds upon the
history of world religions, although afterwards not any work on similar topics was
written in Indonesia until the early twentieth century. Al-Raniri’s work very likely

received influence from classical Muslim scholarship in Comparative Religion as

® Azyumardi Azra, “The Making of Islamic Studies in Indonesia”, in Islamic Studies in World
Institutions of Higher Learning, edited by Abd. Samat Musa, Hazleena Baharun, and Abd Karim
Abdullah, (Kuala Lumpur, Islamic University College of Malaysia, 2004), 31. See also Azyumardi
Azra, Pendidikan Islam: Tradisi dan Modernisasi Menuju Milenium Baru, (Jakarta: Logos Wacana
IImu, 1999), 169-70.

7 Jabali and Jamhari, eds., The Modernization of Islam in Indonesia, 140.

8 Joseph. M. Kitagawa, “The History of Religions in America,” in The History of Religions Essays in
Methodology, edited by Mircea Eliade and Joseph M. Kitagawa, (Chicago: The University of Chicago
Press, 1959), 30.



presented by classical Muslim thinkers such as Abil rayhan al-biriinT (972-1052),° Abii
Muhammad ‘ali ibn hazm (994-1064),'° and ‘Abd al-karim al-shahrastani (1086-
1153),!! to mention just few, who left a great legacy of works on the discipline.

The flourishing field of Comparative Religion in the Muslim world of the
Middle Ages was triggered, in part, by the vibrant interaction among Muslim-Jewish-
Christian scholars and their insightful deliberations on interfaith issues.'> However,
the interest of Muslims in studying the multiplicity of religions was obviously rising
out of the two main sources of Islamic teachings: the Quran and the traditions of the
Prophet Muhammad.'® The plethora of works on the history of religions generated by
medieval Islam is considered to be, as Franz Rosenthal points out, “one of the great
contributions of Muslim civilization to mankind’s intellectual progress.”!*

Many scholars opine that Comparative Religion is a Muslim invention while
other scholars hold a view that it is a Western creation by referring to Friedrich Max

Mueller (1823-1900) as the founding father of the modern study of religions based on

his work, Introduction into the Science of Religion, published in 1872."> The UIN

° Abii rayhan al-biriini, Al-Athar al-baqiyyah ‘an al-quriin al-khaliyyah, edited by P. Azkaci, (Tehran:
Miras al-Maktub, 2001). This book was translated by Edward C. Sachau into The Chronology of
Ancient Nations: An English Version of the Arabic Text of the Athar al-bagiya of al-Biruni or Vestiges
of the Past, (London: W.H. Allen & Co. 1879). Another work of al-Birtuni is Tahqiq ma [i al-hind min
magqiilah magbilah fi al- ‘aql al-mardilah, edited by Edward C. Sachau (Leipzig: Otto Harrassowitz,
1925) was translated also by Edward C. Sachau into Alberuni’s India: An Account of the Religion,
Philosophy, Literature, Geography, Chronology, Astronomy, Customs, Laws, and Astrology of India
about AD 1030, (Delhi: Low Price Pub.), 2 vols.

10 Research on lbn Hazm’s views on other religions has been done by Ghulam Haider Aasi. See
Ghulam Haider Aasi, Muslim Understanding of Other Religions-A Study of Ibn Hazm's Kitab al-Fasl fi
al-Milal wa al-Ahwa’ wa al-Nihal, (Pakistan: International Institute of Islamic Thought and Islamic
Research Institute, 1999).

'“Abd al-karTm al-shahrastani, Al-Milal wa al-ni%al, edited by Amir ‘Alf Mahna and “AlT Hasan Fa‘iir,
(Bairut: Dar al-Ma‘rifah, 1993).

12 Ismail R. al Farugqi, “Foreword”, in Trialogue of the Abrahamic Faiths, edited by Ismail R. al Farugi,
(Virginia: International Institute of Islamic Thought, 1991), ix.

13 Ghulam Haider Aasi, “Muslim Contributions to the History of Religions,” in The American Journal
of Islamic Social Sciences, vol. 8, no. 3, 1991, 409-421.

14 Franz Rosenthal, “Preface,” in Bruce B. Lawrence, Shahrastani on the Indian Religions, (Mouton:
Mouton & Co., 1976), 5.

15 Joachim Wach, The Comparative Study of Religions, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1961),



scholars concerned with Comparative Religion suggest that Muslim traditions of
religious studies need to adopt the constructive aspects of Western traditions of
comparative religious studies, especially in terms of the application of modern
methodologies such as Phenomenology, History, Anthropology, Philosophy,
Sociology, Psychology, and Linguistics. The use of modern analyses and approaches
will give much benefit in understanding the complex religious data being studied.

The study of religions is always linked to the wider contexts of social, cultural,
and political dynamics in the society, as such because it is “part of a greater project of
the critical study of society.”' The Comparative Religion discipline develops through
empirical reciprocity and is epistemologically constructed and affected by the
historical, social, cultural, economic, and political surroundings.!” In line with that, the
discipline, as a part of human understanding of scientific activities, may not be
separated from “its complex relations with society, the state, and the economy.”!® It is
within such an epistemological context that the development of Comparative Religion
in Indonesian institutions of Islamic higher learning can be well understood and

presented.

1; See also, Dominic Corrywright and Peggy Morgan, Get Set for Religious Studies, (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 206), 43.

16 Abdulkader Tayob, “The Study of Religion and Social Crises, Arab-Islamic Discourse in Late
Twentieth Century”, in New Approach to the Study of Religion, edited by Peter Antes, Armin W.
Geertz, and Randi R. Warne, (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2004), vol. 1, 104. See also, Hans G.
Kippenberg, “Rivalry Among Scholars of Religions: The Crisis of Historicism and the Formation of
Paradigm,” in Historical Reflections, vol. 20, no. 3, 1996, 387.

17 Jacques Wardenburg, “Observations on the Scholarly Study of Religions as Pursued in Some Muslim
Countries,” in Numen, vol. 45, no. 3, 1998, 235-257. See also, Jacques Wardenburg, “Islamic Studies
and the History of Religions,” in Scholarly Approaches to Religion, Interreligious Perceptions and
Islam, edited by Jacques Wardenburg, (Bern: Peter Lang, 1995), 413-451; W.A. Bijlefeld, “Islamic
Studies Within the Perspective of the History of Religions,” The Muslim World, LXII, 1972, 1-11;
Charles J. Adam, “The History of Religions and the Study of Islam,” in The History of Religions:
Essays on the Problem of Understanding, edited by J.H. Kitagawa, M. Eliade and C.H.Long, (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1967), 177-193.

18 Kapil Raji. Relocating Modern Science, Circulation and the Construction of Knowledge in South
Asia and Europe, 1650-1900. (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 10.



B. STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

In 1960, Universitas Islam Negeri (UIN, State Islamic University) Sunan Kalijaga,
previously named Institut Agama Islam Negeri (IAIN, State Institute of Islamic
Studies) Sunan Kalijaga was the first Islamic institution of higher learning in
Indonesia to establish a Department of Comparative Religion. Ever since then the
University has continued to dedicate a significant contribution to the improvement of
scholarship in Comparative Religion and constantly promotes the discipline as a full-
fledged field of knowledge at the academia. UIN Sunan Kalijaga, therefore, is seen as
exemplary for other institutions of Islamic higher learning in developing the
Comparative Religion discipline and is recognized as one of the preferred centres for
comparative religious studies in Indonesia. Furthermore, in following UIN’s academic
steps, many of the state institutes of Islamic studies across the country also established
departments of Comparative Religion. Suffice it to say that the present state of
comparative religious studies in many of the state institutions of Islamic higher
learning in Indonesia is quite indebted to the role played by the University.

The growth and development of the Comparative Religion discipline in the
particular context of UIN Sunan Kalijaga is inextricably intertwined with the wider
context of Indonesia’s social, cultural, and political dynamics. It can be argued
accordingly that the founding of the Department of Comparative Religion at the
University has been, to some extent, an academic response to the conditions of
plurality in Indonesia as a great home to major world religions (Islam, Christianity,
Hinduism, Confucianism, and Buddhism) and to hundreds of traditional, indigenous
beliefs and practises, as well.

The success that UIN Sunan Kalijaga has achieved in fostering Comparative

Religion can be seen through the discipline’s manifestations in three academic



aspects. Firstly, the UIN educational system focusing specifically on the methods used
in studying and teaching the discipline in academic coursework, the curricular and
syllabic design of the subject, as well as other academic policies conducive to
fostering scholarship in the discipline. Secondly, the community of the UIN scholars
concerned with Comparative Religion that has played a pivotal role in cultivating and
maintaining the discipline as an outstanding field of knowledge. Thirdly, the UIN
scholars’ ideas and thoughts regarding certain topics in comparative religious studies
such as the notion of the origins of religion, the issue of religious truth claims, the
methodology and approaches used in religious studies, and the purpose of studying

Comparative Religion.

C. RESEARCH QUESTIONS
The following questions provide an unequivocal direction to this research:
1. What were the socio-historical contexts and factors that inspired and drove
the emergence and development of the Comparative Religion discipline in Indonesia?
2. How did the Comparative Religion discipline grow and thrive within the
academic setting of UIN Sunan Kalijaga, Yogyakarta?
3. What are the opinions and views of the Muslim scholars at UIN concerning

certain selected topics in Comparative Religion?

D. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY
This study aims:

1. To acquire a relatively intact portrait of the historical setting of the
emergence and development of Comparative Religion studies in Indonesia.

2. To find appropriate ways of improving the methods of teaching and learning



the Comparative Religion discipline that meet the needs of Indonesian Muslim
scholars and students of religious studies.
3. To determine the trends of intellectual orientation among the UIN Muslim

scholars associated with Comparative Religion.

E. SCOPE OF THE STUDY

As the title of the dissertation suggests, this study will be confined to the analysis of
how the Comparative Religion discipline grows and thrives within a particular context
of Universitas Islam Negeri (UIN) Sunan Kalijaga, Yogyakarta. In such a way, this
study tries to approach and unequivocally discuss some relevant topics such as how
the University’s educational system is applied in maintaining and cultivating
Comparative Religion; the role of the University scholars in dealing with the
discipline; and the views and thoughts of those scholars regarding certain topics

frequently discussed in Comparative Religion.

F. SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY
This research is important and timely to be done for several reasons:

1. This work will enhance the research and studies concerning how the
Comparative Religion discipline has been cultivated and developed within the
academic milieu of Islamic higher learning institutions in Indonesia. Indeed, despite
the long familiarity of Indonesian Muslim scholars with religious studies, the
development of Comparative Religion in Indonesian centres of Islamic higher learning
has not yet been systematically addressed and methodologically studied, therefore this

study is considered significant and timely, but still it merits further research.



2. This study can be a source of reference from which scholars of religious
studies, in particular, and social workers, in general, can benefit when they have to
deal with challenging facts concerning interreligious issues and socio-cultural
diversity. Sensitive interfaith issues cannot be taken for granted, so a better
understanding of them and appropriate approaches to them are highly required in
order to anticipate and counter the negative effects that may arise from managing a
culturally and religiously plural society. This study is expected to be a valuable

document of the history of Comparative Religion in Indonesia.

G. METHOD AND SOURCES OF RESEARCH
This study is consciously designed to be qualitative and hence relies chiefly on
interpretative'® and descriptive analyses.?’ Two methods of survey are employed:
historical and philosophical. Meanwhile, the procedures for gathering the sources of
data are built on library study and empirical investigation through interviews.
Interviews with several of the UIN Muslim scholars, as well as with the policymakers
at the university are necessary as secondary and supporting sources of research data.
Historical survey?! is employed to explore the socio-historical contexts such as
the realities of socio-cultural-religious diversity and socio-ideological-political
dynamics that surround the context of the founding of UIN Sunan Kalijaga and the
inception of the Department of Comparative Religion in the university. The analysis
of Indonesian Muslim scholarship in Comparative Religion and the instruction of

Comparative Religion in Islamic secondary schools and colleges prior to the

19 Max Travers, Qualitative Research through Case Studies, (London: Sage Publication, 2001), 0-10.

20 Robert A. Stebbins, Exploratory research in the social sciences, (California: Sage Publications,
2001), 29.

2l Alexander R. Thomas and Polly J. Smith, Spotlight on social research, (Boston: Allyn and Bacon,
2003), 8. See also, Verma, R. K. and Gopal Verma, Research Methodology, (New Delhi:
Commonwealth Publishers, 1989), 16-24.



establishment of UIN are also scrutinized. These facts can serve as a backdrop to the
present study as well as to what Alparslan Acikgeng called the “environmental context
for science,””? which can be seen as one factor, among others, that has inspired and
driven the emergence of the discipline of Comparative Religion in PTAIN, in general,
and at UIN Sunan Kalijaga, in particular.

According to Acikgeng,?* a body of scientific nomenclature is shaped and
developed by a community of scientists and scholars. With this in mind, one can see
through a historical point of view and then develop a clear understanding that the
discipline of Comparative Religion should also be treated as a body of scientific
nomenclature that is cultivated and developed at UIN. UIN, as an educational
institution and its community of scholars of Comparative Religion, is held to have a
direct influence on the epistemological construct of the discipline. Accordingly, the
development of the Comparative Religion discipline at UIN very much relies on the
contribution made by UIN as an educational institution, on the one hand, and by its
community of Muslim scholars, on the other.

Together with the historical survey, philosophical analysis?** is also applied to
examine the opinions and views of the UIN scholars concerning certain selected topics
in Comparative Religion. It seems difficult for any study to discover how the
Comparative Religion discipline develops in the academic setting of UIN Sunan
Kalijaga without surveying how the UIN scholars concerned with Comparative
Religion deal with issues pertinent to the discipline. This point is important to be

addressed as it confirms Cemil Ekdogan’s opinion that “the history of ideas correlates

22 Alparslan Acikgeng, Islamic Science Towards a Definition, (Kuala Lumpur: ISTAC, 1996), 73.
2 |bid, 94.

24 Rob Fisher, “Philosophical Approach,” in Approaches to the Study of Religion, edited by Peter
Connolly (London: Cassel, 1999), 105-134.
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with the intellectual history in traditional history.”?

Furthermore, the sources of data for this present work are based in part on
library study. The library study is carried out by searching a number of libraries and
research institutions from which books, papers, articles, research reports, and
academic theses relevant to this topic of study can be acquired. Among the very
significant parts of the primary sources for this research are books, papers, articles,
and dissertations produced by the UIN scholars, especially those who have been
trained in the Comparative Religion discipline at UIN Sunan Kalijaga. As an ancillary
source of data, interviews with seventeen scholars of the University will obviously
enrich this research. Also included in the sources of data are treatises, archives,
documentation, historical accounts, and other forms of publication regarding the
curricular system, as well as the methods of studying and teaching Comparative
Religion applied at UIN Sunan Kalijaga.

The growth and development of Comparative Religion can be examined
through the discipline’s manifestations into four academic aspects: material
production, education institution, an organized body of scientists (practitioners), and
scientific worldviews.?® To this point and of these four aspects, the last three seem to
be more appropriate to be used as a theoretical basis to frame how Comparative
Religion has continued to flourish for several decades at UIN Sunan Kalijaga. The

analysis of the development of the Comparative Religion discipline at the University

25 Cemil Ekdogan, Science in Islam & the West, (Kuala Lumpur: ISTAC and 11UM, 2008), 6.

26 pervez A. Hoodbhoy, Islam and Science, Religious Orthodoxy and the Battle for Rationality,
(London: Zed Book Ltd., 1991), 29. Hoodbhoy said, “How one measures science, or scientific progress,
naturally depends on what one means by science. Nevertheless, it is useful to identify four key ways in
which science manifests itself in the contemporary world: (1) As a major factor in the maintenance and
development of the productive process needed to sustain society; (2) As a collective and organized
body of practitioners (scientists) who are professionally engaged in its full-time pursuit; (3) As a major
element of the educational system within a society; (4) As one of the most powerful influences
moulding people’s beliefs and attitudes towards the universe — the scientific worldview, which employs
a methodological procedure wherein observation, experiment, classification and measurement are used
to drive knowledge.”
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