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Introduction 

 

 

1. General Overview of the Problem 

 

a. Christianity in the Muslim Context 

 

Jesus Christ has been proclaimed in Indonesia for 500 years. Currently, more than 

24 million people in Indonesia are Christians. Prior to Jesus’ introduction to the 

Indonesian archipelago, he had been confessed for 1,500 years by people in 

Europe and North America. The concept of Jesus that was brought to Indonesia 

by European missionaries was rooted in the European context, so it is not 

surprising that the image of Jesus portrayed as a Caucasian male with long blond 

hair who promoted unconventional teachings was rather strange to Indonesia. As 

the core figure of Christianity, Jesus was a foreign element that, upon being 

introduced into a new context, was subject to comparison with local stories that 

were already accepted and believed. 

 

The encounter between Christianity and especially the figure of Jesus as the 

saviour on the one hand and existing local religions in Indonesia on the other was 

certainly unavoidable. The most intense and sensitive encounter was and is with 

Islam. Why is that? The reason is primarily historical. Islam and Christianity had 

encountered each other since the former’s emergence in the 7
th

century. Many 

verses in the Qur’an mention Christianity, including Surahs al-Baqara, Al Imran, 

An Niisa, Al An’am, Al Maidaah, At Taubah, and Maryam. Jesus is also 

mentioned in the Qur’an, with many citations of facts and interpretations that 

differ from those in Christian texts. 

 

Islam encountered Christianity again in the islands of Nusantara (which later 

formed the nation of Indonesia) in the beginning of the 16
th

 century. Portuguese 

explorers sailed to the Maluku islands with the intention to trade for spices and to 

evangelize.
1
 Ever since their arrival in Maluku, there was tension between the 

Portuguese and the local community. Islamic scholars from Java who had gone to 

Maluku were alerted to the arrival of the Portuguese missionaries. Jan Aritonang 

noted that in 1523 there was open conflict between the Portuguese and the local 

Islamic leaders.
2
 

 

Some Christian evangelists in Java introduced Jesus by adapting local practices 

that were acceptable in the minds of the local communities. One of these was 

Coenraad Lourens Coolen (1773-1873), a “lay theologian” whose father was 

Russian and whose mother was Javanese. Coolen proclaimed Jesus by reciting the 

Apostle’s Creed in a way that was similar to the Muslims recitation of the 

shahadat, the Islamic confession of faith. Similarly, Kyai Tunggul Wulung 

                                                           
 
1
 Jan Aritonang, Sejarah Perjumpaan Islam Kristen di Indonesia, Jakarta: BPK Gunung Mulia, 2004, 

pp. 20-23. 
2
 Ibid., pp. 33-34. 
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(1800-1885) in East Java adopted the same practice. Wulung conveyed 

Jesus’message by using traditional Javanese songs, as did Kyai Sadrach (1835-

1924) in Central Java. Ever since its arrival in Indonesia, Christianity has 

encountered and been engaged in a dynamic exchange with Islam as the religion 

of the majority in the local community. 

 

In the context of religious pluralism in Indonesia, the primary element is Islam. 

Indonesian Christians live in a society in which the majority of the population is 

Muslim. Occasionally, the tension that attaches to their respective faiths arises 

between Christians and Muslims. These tensions are attributed to the construction 

of their interpretations of their respective theologies in which the “other” is seen 

as an “enemy” or a threat, which then leads to attempts to defend their theology to 

prove that the “other” theology is wrong. The context defines the interpretation of 

Christian faith as an important condition for developing a kind of Christian 

theology that reckons with other religions. 

 

b. Doctrinal Obstacles 

The foundation of the tension between Islam and Christianity lies in the 

difference between the Islamic concept of tawhid (the Oneness of God) and the 

Christian claim to the divinity of Christ. Tawhid, as proclaimed in the shahadat 

(confession) that “There is no god but God, and Muhammad is his messenger,” is 

not compatible with the Christian understanding of the divinity of Christ. The 

shahadat proclaims that there is no god but God. It is the heart of Islamic belief 

and cannot be negotiated or bargained over. It is heretical to conceive of any other 

being, object or person as God. Such a belief is shirk, which is considered to be 

the most serious and unforgivable sin in Islam. For most Muslims, the Christian 

doctrine that Jesus is the Son of God, which attributes divinity to him, is 

considered to be shirk. In Indonesia, Christians use the word tuhan (kurios) to 

refer to both God and Jesus. For Muslims, the usage of tuhan in reference to Jesus 

is an act of shirk. 

 

This doctrinal debate regarding Jesus has colored the relations between Christians 

and Muslims. This debate reflects three doctrinal obstacles. 

 

First, on the one hand, while many Christian theologians defend the divinity of 

Christ in various ways, many Islamic theologians insist upon the understanding of 

the singular divinity of Godon the other. Many books have been written on this 

debate about Jesus, and since many people, both Christians and Muslims, are 

interested in the subject, there are many who analyse and propose better relations 

between Christians and Muslims. Although the debate promotes interest and 

exchange, it also can increase tension because of the potential for and tendency of 

believers to focus on finding the weaknesses of the “other” religion. 

 

Second, Christians confess that Jesus was sacrificed and died before being 

resurrected. Islamic theology rejects the death and resurrection of Jesus because, 

as a prophet of God, Jesus had to overcome the enemy. According to Oddbjorn 

Leirvik, the Qur’an tells of the miracles and supernatural powers of the prophets 

before Isa (Jesus), including Moses and Noah. It does not contain stories about 

those prophets who experienced suffering and difficulties, such as Jeremiah. The 

Old Testament, however, tells stories about not only the “powerful” prophets who 
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perform miracles but also about those who suffered and experienced frustration, 

such as Elijah. 

 

This question is, in fact, problematic for Christian theology since it concerns the 

impassibility of God. Could God, as Jesus, suffer? That could be interpreted as 

indicating that God is emotionally vulnerable. 

 

Third, both Islam and Christianity are “missionary religions,” which means that 

both religions hold that it is their task to spread their beliefs to other people. For 

many Christians, this mission means spreading the teachings of Christ to non-

Christians so that they will believe in Jesus and be baptized. Matthew 28:19-20 – 

“Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the 

Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey 

everything that I have commanded you” – is usually cited to support Christian 

mission. In Indonesia, such motivation and spirit should be moderated if it is to be 

acceptable to the Islamic community. Indonesian Christianity needs a spirit and 

motivation for their religious mission that re-interprets the image of Jesus in 

consideration of the other religions present in the community, especially Islam. 

 

Despite difficulties, Christology should develop through dialogue with other 

religions. The Christological dialogue between Christianity and Islam is 

important. Both theologies have specific perspectives about Jesus that serve as a 

good starting point for the development of further Christological dialogue that can 

enrich both religions. 

 

The sensitive question for Christianity is: How can the figure of Jesus be 

presented in the context of Indonesia? Christology is a perennial topic of 

theological inquiry and began already when the crowds following Jesus wondered 

who he was. The answers to the question “Who do you say I am?” are diverse and 

varied in different historical contexts. Human culture shaped the diverse images 

and understandings of Jesus throughout human history and continues to do so. 

Christological interpretations are founded in the Christian faith affirmations made 

in the contexts in which they have taken shape.
3
 In Indonesia, however, not many 

scholars have studied Christology in the local context, especially not in relation to 

Islam. This is why it is important to consider the particular situation in Indonesia 

in the study of Christology. 

 

c. Status Questionis of the Research 

Christology today is caught between continuity with the church’s doctrinal 

tradition and a call for openness to new experiences and understandings of Christ 

that arise out of particular contexts of suffering and hope. In the past quarter 

century, there has been an unprecedented awakening of local or contextual 

Christologies that speak of Christ and salvation in strikingly new ways. These 

new approaches and interpretations mean that classical Christology is no longer 

the only “player in the game.” Rather, there are local contexts that must be 

                                                           
 
3
 See Jaroslav Pelican, Jesus Through the Centuries: His Place in the History of Culture, New Haven, 

London: Yale University Press, 1999, revised edition. This book explores the different symbolic 

characterizations of Jesus through history and the impact of Jesus on cultural, political, and social 

history. 
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considered when presenting Christ.These contextual Christologies are making a 

significant impact on Christological reflection, interreligious dialogue, and the 

contextualization of faith. 

 

Christology is not a finished product but always a work in progress. The 

Chalcedonian formula is not the end of a theological journey but only the end of 

the Christological controversy at that time and the beginning of our hermeneutical 

task today. Volker Küster proposes that a Christological discourse is a 

hermeneutical event.
4
 This means that Christology needs a hermeneutical circle to 

interpret reality and Jesus Christ as presented in the Bible. There is a “dialogue” 

between the text (including the author) and the context (reader). This is an open 

system with no claim to universal validity. Küster reminds us, however, that we 

need criteria that must be agreed upon in the hermeneutical process itself. The 

first criterion is relevance, examining how relevant the gospel text is in each 

situation or context. The second criterion is identity; contextual Christology must 

be examined from the perspective of the text in terms of its congruence with the 

gospel. These criteria relate dialectically to each other. Within the framework of 

the hermeneutical circle, Aloysius Pieris has tirelessly argued that an Asian 

theology must confront the two poles of Asian reality together: poverty and 

religiousness.
5
 

 

Michael Nazir Ali, a Pakistani theologian, points out that there are many shared 

cultural forms, systems of thought, and beliefs in Christian and Islamic theology.
6
 

This shared base presents an opportunity for dialogue between Christians and 

Muslims. In the context of Muslims in India and Pakistan, David Emanuel Singh 

proposed the concept of Jesus as the “Perfect Man,”
7
 a concept found in Islamic 

mysticism. This concept refers to someone who has the qualities of goodness and 

mercy and is in relation with God. This relation lies in the idea of the Spirit 

breathed into humanity by God; this Spirit is of God and the “Perfect Man,” as Al-

Jamal, corresponds to the term “God for us.” The “Perfect Man” is the man who 

has realized in himself all the possibilities of being and has embodied cosmic 

powers. The “Perfect Man” is the “actual” Creator of all beings; he is the model 

of perfection and source of knowledge for all “perfect men.” The “Perfect Man” 

is the necessary medium through whom God is known and manifested. 

Mohammad Iqbal describes the “Perfect Man” as “the crown of creation.”
8
 The 

concept of the “Perfect Man” resolves the problem of the Islamic refusal to accept 

belief in incarnation, which is a crucial point for Christology in the context of 

Islam. As Nazir Ali points out, the task of Christology in an Islamic context lies 

in explaining the incarnation.
9
 

 

                                                           
 
4
Volker Küster, The Many Faces of Jesus Christ, London: SCM Press and Maryknoll, New York: 

Orbis Books, 2001, p. 29. 
5
 Aloysius Pieris, An Asian Theology of Liberation, Maryknoll, New York:Orbis Books, 1988, p. 89. 

6
 Michael Nazir Ali, Frontiers in Muslim-Christian Encounter, Oxford: Regnum Books, 1987, p. 13. 

7
 David Emmanuel Singh, “Rethinking Jesus and the Cross in Islam,” in Mission Studies 23, No. 

2(2006), pp. 239-260. 
8
 Annemarie Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam, North Carolina: University of North Carolina 

Press, 1975, pp. 259-286. 
9
Nazir Ali, Frontiers in Muslim-Christian Encounter, p. 31. 
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How have Indonesian theologians responded to their context, especially Islam, in 

their Christologies? Banawiratma developed his Christology through a two-way 

dialogue with the majority Muslim community, and he translates faith in Christ 

into Islamic terms while incorporating Muslim experiences of their encounters 

with God to enrich his Christology. Banawiratma states that the Qur’an has the 

concept of Kalam Allah (Word of God).
10

 Indeed, the Qur’an is considered to be 

the Kalam Allah. The Word of God is divine, yet human beings can hear and 

recite it. The Qur’an mediates between God and humanity. In the Christian faith, 

the mediator between God and human beings is Jesus. Thus, the concept of Jesus 

as the “Word of God” has a correlation with the Qur’an. But how does this 

dialogue develop in his work? And how does the dialogue produce a Christology 

that is appropriate to Küster’s criteria? 

 

Another Indonesian theologian, Emanuel Gerrit Singgih, distinguished between 

the “pre-Easter” Jesus of history and the “after-Easter” Christ of faith.
11

 The “pre-

Easter” Jesus emphasizes the humanity of the historical Jesus, while the “after-

Easter” Christ emphasizes the divinity of Christ. In the context of Islam in 

Indonesia, the “pre-Easter” Jesus is more important than the “after-Easter” Christ. 

But what is the significance of the “pre-Easter” Jesus in the context of Islam? 

Also, what are the limitations of the concepts of the Jesus of history and the 

Christ of faith? Does the meaning of the “pre-Easter” Jesus refer to the humanity 

and the suffering of Christ? 

 

From another perspective, A.A. Yewangoe, an East Indonesian theologian, 

closely examined the element of suffering in the Indonesian context. He stated 

that Indonesian Christians must pay close attention to Jesus’s suffering. Although 

he did not explore issues of religious pluralism in Indonesia, particularly in 

relation to Islam as the religion of the majority of the population, he did state that 

Indonesian Christianity must take religious plurality into consideration.
12

 He 

emphasized that Christians, as the minority community, must keep the religion of 

the majority in mind
13

 and suggested that further research be conducted on the 

concept of Jesus as a kurban (sacrifice)
14

 in the context of the religions in 

Indonesia. 

                                                           
 
10

 J.B. Banawiratma, “Contextual Christology and Christian Praxis: An Indonesian Reflection”, in East 

Asia Pastoral Review, 37 (2000), p. 179. (173-183). 
11

 Emanuel Gerrit Singgih, “Sudah Ketemu? Menelusuri jejak Yesus dalam penelitian ‘Yesus 

Sejarah’,”paper presented at a biblical conference in Yogyakarta, 2002. In this paper, Singgih explores 

the works of John Dominic Crossan and Marcus Borg and drawssome significant conclusions in the 

context of religious pluralism. He concludes that the writings of Crossan and Borg confirm the work 

done by Asian theologians. 
12

 A.A. Yewangoe, Theologia Crucis in Asia: Asian Christian Views on Suffering in the Face of 

Overwhelming and Multifaced Religiousity in Asia, Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1987, p. 3. 
13

Ibid.,p. 322. 
14

In Islam, kurban means “sacrificial victim” (Surah 3:179 and Surah 11:30). The word rarely appears 

in classical hadiths. In the classical Islamic tradition, the main characteristic of the community is the 

fact that their kurban is their blood. The community is identified with the blood of their kurban. In 

Arabic Christian circles, the word kurban refers to the Eucharist. Mahmoud Ayoub states that although 

Islam denies the sacrifice of Christ on the cross, it does not necessarily deny his general redemptive 

role in human history. Ayoub analyzes the tradition in Shí’i Islam and finds that there is an emphasis 

on the redemption of suffering that implies an affinity with central Christian teaching. Ayoub says that 

other Muslims would perhaps come to see that the Qur’an denies the complete defeat of Jesus Christ 
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In the context of Muslims in Java, Gani Wiyono, a lecturer at Satyabhakti 

Theological School, East Java, wrote an article that proposed Jesus as the Ratu 

Adil, the Just King, which in Javanese religion (kebatinan) represents a messianic 

hope for spiritual liberation – freedom from sin and the power of darkness – and 

social liberation – freedom from poverty, suffering, social injustice, and 

backwardness – all of which are still prevalent in everyday life. It is believed that 

the Ratu Adil will some day reign over the land of Java to restore order, justice, 

and prosperity. Then kiamat (Judgement Day) will come. Gani Wiyono compared 

Jesus to the figure of Ratu Adil,
15

 a comparison that is not new. In the early 19
th

 

century, Kyai Tunggul Wulung and Kyai Sadrach, Christian spiritual leaders in 

Central Java, also spoke of Jesus as Ratu Adil. This concept may have been 

inspired by Pieter Jansz, a Dutch Mennonite missionary who came to Indonesia in 

the 19
th

 century and wrote a book, Ratu Adil Penetep Panatagami, in which he 

portrayed Jesus as the real Ratu Adil.
16

 The figure of Ratu Adil must be seen not 

only in the context of religious thought in the 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries but also in 

relation to social movements in Java. 

 

The discussion above shows that Indonesian theologians have different concepts 

of Christology. The variety of these different Christologies that are based on the 

same context is interesting to analyze. They all argue that Islam must be 

considered in the development of local Christology to enrich Christian theology 

in general and, at the same time, increase the understandings and perspectives of 

Christians and Muslims. 

 

2. The Problem 

The central question for this study is: How can the biblical notion of kurban 

(sacrifice) be made fruitful for understanding and explaining what has happened 

to Jesus Christ according to the biblical witness, as a further exploration of new 

trends in Asian Christology, in the context of the Islamic majority nation state of 

Indonesia and the Christological exploration that have been going on in the recent 

decades in the century? 

 

The research will not isolate Islam-Christian dialogue in Indonesia from the Asian 

context and from the wave of contextual Christology in Asia. Thus, the detour to 

the Asian context is important. 

                                                                                                                                                                     
 
but not his suffering. (See Encyclopaedia of Islam, New Edition, Vol.1, Leiden: Brill, 1986, pp.436-

437, and also Oddbjørn Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in Islam, Uppsala: Swedish Institute of 

Missionary Research, 1999, p. 79; Mark Beaumont, Christology in Dialogue with Muslims: A Critical 

Analysis of Christian Presentations of Christ for Muslim from the Ninth and Twentieth Centuries, 

Carlisle: Paternoster, 2005, p. 210.) 
15

 Gani Wiyono, “Ratu Adil: A Javanese Face of Jesus?” in Journal of Asian Mission 1, No. 1(1999), 

pp. 65-79. Sartono Kartodirdjo stated that the messianic hope of the Ratu Adilrepresented the 

ideological content for a social movement in Java in the 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries in Indonesia. 

According to Kartodirdjo, this messianic hope is influenced by millenarianism, which envisages an 

ideal society and romanticizes the time to come as a golden age in which all injustices will be removed 

and all disorder relieved. See Kartono Kartodirdjo, Protest and Movement in Rural Java, London: 

Oxford University Press, 1973, pp. 8-9. 
16

 Alle Hoekema, Dutch Mennonite Mission in Indonesia, Occasional Papers No. 22, Indiana: Institute 

of Mennonite Studies, 2001, p. 39. 
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The sub-questions of the research question are: 

a. What are the new Christological trends in Asia? 

b. What has been the history of the relationship between Islam and Christianity 

in Indonesia? 

c. What have Indonesian Christologies been like in the recent decades and how 

can they be evaluated? 

d. How is the biblical notion of kurban (sacrifice) understood within the Islamic 

tradition and in the Old Testament  and applied to Jesus in the New 

Testament, the Christological tradition and the Christian iturgy? 

e. What are the prospects for presenting Jesus as Kurban  in the context of 

Indonesia? 

 

Muslims form the majority in Indonesia; therefore the whole context of Indonesia 

should be considered, such as poverty and tribal religion. The majority of Muslims in 

Java has a particular character because Islam and kebatinan (Javanese religion) has 

been blended.  

 

3. Assumptions 

1. The presence of Jesus Christ must be interpreted in the local situation and 

time. Islam is a main consideration for Christology in Indonesia and is the 

primary partner in a dialogue to enrich Christology without losing the 

confession of Jesus as saviour proclaimed by the Bible and witnessed to by the 

church through the centuries. 

2. The Qur’an does not dishonor Isa/Jesus. The Qur’an mentions Isa in many 

verses, thus signifying that the Qur’an has a great respect for him. The 

Qur’an’s rejection of the death of Jesus on the cross is based on the premise 

that God does not accept that God himself was involved in this death. Jesus is 

assured of God’s compassion, but not as Son of God. 

3. The Christology of Jesus as a kurban is an instructive example of how 

enriching the digestion of contextual motives in Indonesian Christology can 

be, especially in relation to Islam. 

 

4. Methodology 

To answer the research question, I will analyze the discussions of Christology 

put forward by Indonesian theologians in the Indonesian context. My 

methodological orientations are: 

1. As a systematic study in Christian theology, this study intends to integrate 

the biblical and Christian tradition on Jesus to give a sketch of the main 

Christian teachings abount his person and work. The Indonesian context, 

that of Islam, is a ‘dialogue partner’ that could be enriching and help to 

develop a contextual Christology. However, the context of Islam in 

Indonesia cannot be understood without the context of economics, 

politics, social life and culture.  

2. Islam in Indonesia is diverse. Some Islamic branches such as 

Muhammadiyah and Nahdlatul Ulama have different traditions; 

Ahmadiyah, Sufism and Shi’a have different theological points of view as 

well. The majority of Muslims in Java has a particular character because 

of the traditional religion (tribal religion, kebatinan) has been blended 

with Islam. Thus, this research does not mean to generalize all Islamic 
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traditions in Indonesia, but is aware of the fact that it is almost impossible 

to take all Islamic traditions and theological points of view into 

consideration in one study. 

3. To analyse and discuss the work of Indonesian theologians, this study  

employs Christological frameworks such as a ‘theology from above’ or a 

‘theology from below’, and digests the important criteria that have been 

proposed by Roger Haight, Martien Brinkman and Aloysius Pieris. Those 

criteria are Bible, tradition and context.  

 

The objectives of this research are: 

 

1. To explain the main Christological insights in order to minimize prejudices and 

misunderstandings. 

2. To formulate the Christian view on Jesus in a way that is acceptable and 

understandable for Muslims. 

3.  To find a common ground between Christians and Muslims to talk about Jesus. 

 

The objectives show that the need for contextual theology in the context of Islam and 

tribal religions in Indonesia is hermeneutical and requires an adaptation to these 

contexts.   

 

The structure of this study is as follows. 

 

The first chapter will elaborate on the relationship between Christians and Muslims in 

several Asian countries where Christianity is the minority religion. There will be a 

general overview of Christian-Muslim relations in Asia and on how Jesus is presented 

in that context. I will look specifically at the contexts of Pakistan and Malaysia. 

Pakistan is the largest Islamic country in South Asia. Although Christianity is a 

minority religion, there are Christian theologians who have invested a great deal of 

effort inpresenting Jesus in this context and creating a positive dialogue between 

Christianity and Islam. Malaysia is the Islamic country that is geographically closest 

to Indonesia and shares many cultural and linguistic similarities with it. In Malaysia, 

several Christian theologians have made attempts similar to those of the Pakistani 

Christian theologians. But Pakistan and Malaysia are different from Indonesia in one 

important aspect: they are both Islamic countries, that have adopted and enforce 

Islamiclaw (shari’a). Although Indonesia has the largest Muslim community in the 

world, Islam has never been constitutionally adopted as the state’s foundation. The 

study of the attempts by Christian theologians in Pakistan and Malaysia to present 

Jesus in their contexts represents their struggle to enrich Christian theology. For 

Christians, the call to witness to Jesus is an imperative in every context. Christians in 

Indonesia have the same calling. This chapter sets a foundation for the Indonesian 

context within the Asian region. 

 

The second chapter discusses the Indonesian context. It provides a general overview 

of the Indonesian social context in reference to religious pluralism and poverty, 

specifically regarding Christian-Muslim relations. Although poverty is indeed one of 

the important aspects of the Indonesian context, the predominant focus is on Islam. 

Several prominent events in the history of Christian-Muslim relations, particularly the 

debates regarding Jesus, are analyzed to provide a brief summary of the general 

Indonesian situation. The Christian-Muslim debate about Jesus has gone in several 
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directions, including important encounters that engage the religions seriously as 

partners in open dialogue. Generated by discussions of contextual theology in Asia, 

Christian theologians have reflected on Jesus in relation to new contexts, particularly 

the context of Islam. Culture is the first context that should be considered and other 

religions, such as Islam, that are present in the society are the second context. 

Interfaith dialogues between Christians and Muslims have been improving and have 

served to broaden theological encounters that have enriched the comprehension of 

Christ in Indonesia. The second chapter therefore discusses the particular context of 

Indonesia as the “paddy field” where the seed of the Gospel is witnessed to. 

 

The third chapter is an analysis of the Christological exploration presented by 

Christian theologians as a response to the Indonesian context, particularly since 

Indonesian independence in 1945. These theologians struggled to present Jesus in 

Indonesia within the particular contexts of Islam, local cultures, and poverty. The 

abundance of theological explorations indicates that Indonesian theologians strove to 

witness to Jesus and at the same time incorporate the distinctively Indonesian context. 

The initial response of most of the theologians is related to culture. J.B. Banawiratma, 

a famous Indonesian theologian, explored the encounter between Jesus in the biblical 

tradition and Javanese culture and then moved on to explore the dialogue between 

Christian and Islam. It can be seen that theologians consider Islam an important 

context that can enrich Christian theological explorations in witnessing to Jesus. 

 

The fourth chapter analyzes the context of Islam, particularly the theological 

exploration of suffering and the concept of the kurban. For Christian theology, the 

suffering and death of Jesus is the foundation for his resurrection. Islam does not 

accept the death of Isa/Jesus on the cross, not because it rejects Isa but because the 

Qur’an honours him. Islamic tradition honours a person who suffers and dies to 

defend the will of God. Thus, presenting Jesus as someone who suffers to fulfill the 

will of God is not an unfamiliar concept in Islam. Christian theology, however, 

moves beyond the suffering of Jesus. 

 

The fifth chapter is the conclusion of the study and offers perspectives for further 

research to enhance a dialogical encounter between Christian and Islamic theologies. 
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CHAPTER I 

Christological Trends in Asia 

 

 

1. Introduction 

In 1982, a group of Asian, African, and Latin American theologians from 22 

countries gathered in Thailand to discuss images of Jesus in their own cultural 

contexts. It was the First Conference of Evangelical Mission Theologians from Two-

Thirds of the World, called “Sharing Jesus in Two-Thirds of the World.” They 

discussed the unprecedented awakening of contextual Christology from the 19
th

 

century onwards. This conference was a demonstration of the monumental need and 

desire to witness to Jesus in the context of Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Fourteen 

years later, the Asian Mission Congress held a similar conference in Chiang Mai, 

Thailand, on October 18-22, 2006. The conference focused on the vision and praxis 

for their mission in Asia through its theme, “Telling the Story of Jesus in Asia.”
1
 

What is implied and entailed in this theme is a culturally sensitive shift from Western 

normativity to Asian narrativity. In Asia, prior to the conference, there were several 

Indian Christian theologians who wrote on contextual Christology (e.g., M.M. 

Thomas and Stanley Samartha), and, long before them, several Indian Hindu 

theologians witnessed to Jesus in their own way (e.g., Ram Mohan Roy, Keshub 

Chundar Sen, Pratap Mozoomdar). Asian theologians from Japan had also written 

several books on Asian Christology, such as The Pain of God by Kazoh Kitamori 

(1947) and No Handle on the Cross by Kosuke Koyama (1977). All these theologians 

indicated the need for contextual Christology. It is from this starting point that the 

“unprecedented awakening” of contextual theology began. 

 

In this chapter, I will examine some of the Asian contexts and proposals for an Asian 

contextual Christology. Indonesian contextual Christology can be better understood 

within the broader context of Asia. The development of Indonesian Christology is 

part of Asian Christology. Many famous Asian theologians, such as Aloysius Pieris, 

Choan Seng Song, and Kosuke Koyama, are influencing many Indonesian 

theologians who work in the area of contextual theology. Specifically, two Asian 

Islamic countries, i.e., Pakistan and Malaysia, will be elaborated on for purposes of 

comparison with Indonesia. Both countries share similarities, such as the fact that 

they are governedaccording to Islamic law, which has limited the role of minority 

religions, and they have Christian theologians who propose a particular Christology. 

 

2. Major Context of Asia 

Context encompasses not only geographical locality. Members of a particular culture 

and a particular neighbourhood determine the context. The context is also 

circumscribed by the specific sociopolitical configuration in which people live. The 

way someone thinks and reflects on his faith is, more or less, influenced by his/her 

context. Thus, context is a life story and faith is life in a context. Paying attention to 

context means that the life story is understood to be an important aspect in 

                                                           
 
1
Anthony Kalliath, “Retelling the Story of Jesus through the Stories of People,”Vidyajyoti Journal of 

Theological Reflection 74(2010), p. 215 (215-234). 
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reconstructing the social structure and historical moment that delineates and provides 

a perspective for polysemic individual meanings.
2
 For this reason, context plays an 

important role in shaping an individual’s faith. 

 

Asia is the largest continent in the world, not only according to population (more than 

3.8 billion people or more than 60% of the human population in the world), but also 

in size (44.5 million square metres). Most Asian countries are categorized, however, 

as “developing countries,” indicating that most Asian countries are not amongst the 

economically wealthier countries in the world. According to economic growth,
3
 

several countries, including Japan, China, Taiwan, Singapore, and South Korea, are 

leading in economic growth. China’s steady growth and wealth and Japan’s affluence 

are the most obvious. Although China has steady economic growth, almost 30% of its 

population still live in poverty. In the nations of South Asia (India, Pakistan, 

Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Afghanistan) and Southeast Asia (especially Indonesia, the 

Philippines, Burma, Cambodia, Laos, and East Timor), poverty and illiteracy are 

increasing.
4
 This poverty is horrendous in its consequences, not only for the Asian 

region but also for the world at large. 

 

In the area of culture and civilization, Asia has an enormous variety of cultures and 

great civilizations with many technological and social achievements. Students in 

elementary schools are still taught that Johann Gutenberg invented the printing press 

with movable type in Germany around 1450, whereas movable type had already been 

invented in China 300 years earlier.
5
 China’s story is among the most remarkable of 

humankind; her river valleys have been the settings for a society that has shown 

continuity for perhaps 4000 years. Confucius, a great scholar in the 5
th

 century B.C., 

was part of China’s story. Meanwhile, the Indus River in India has been a major 

centre of civilization for thousands of years, and many religions, such as Hinduism 

and Buddhism, developed there. The great Indian epics of the Mahabharata and 

Ramayana
6
 were composed here, spread throughout Asia, and continue to be actively 

portrayed in the present time, even in Indonesia, which is a predominantly Muslim 

country.
7
 

 

2. 1. Poverty 

Muriel Orevillo-Montenegro, a female theologian from the Philippines, tells how her 

context and her faith are bound together: 

 

                                                           
 
2
Consuelo Corradi, “Text, Context and Individual Meaning: Rethinking Life Stories in a 

Hermeneutical Framework,”Discourse and Society 2, No. 1(1991), p. 109 (105-118). 
3
“Economic growth”refers here to the increase in the value of goods and services produced by an 

economy. 
4
Colin Mason, A Short History of Asia, Hampshire:Palgrave Macmillan, 2

nd
 edition, 2005, p. 2. 

5
 Ibid.,p. 7. 

6
 The Mahabharata tells a story of the rivalry between two branches of a ruling family. The major 

significance is the teaching of the duty of the religious and law-abiding individual. The Ramayana is a 

great epic about Rama, a legendary prince who accepts banishment from his father’s kingdom for 12 

years. While he is in exile, his wife is kidnapped by Ravana, the King of Lanka, and Rama goes to 

rescue his wife. (SeeColin Mason, A Short History of Asia, p. 24.)  
7
Martien Brinkman gives a brief explanation of the unique nature of Asian as situational, 

hermeneutical, missiological, and educative starting point for Asian theology, see Martien Brinkman, 

The Non-Western Jesus: Jesus as Bodhisattva, Avatara, Guru, Prophet, Ancestor or Healer? 

London:Equinox, 2009, pp. 51-53. 
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Poverty has always been my shadow…. I began to question the 

relevance of the faith I had inherited in the midst of hunger and 

poverty .... It was lunchtime...We sat around the table – my 

younger siblings, my mother and me. All we had were two pieces 

of boiled breadfruit and some salted fish for dipping. Somebody 

said the prayer for the meal. The last sentence struck me: “for all 

these we pray in the name of our Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ. 

Amen.” ... I stared at the mud floor, my eyes burned with tears. 

Saviour? Jesus Christ? What does it mean? Why are we poor? 

Why can’t Jesus Christ save us from poverty and hunger? Why 

are some people so rich...?
8
 

 

Orevillo-Montenegero questions the existence of Jesus as her saviour in her context, 

of poverty. She feels there is something “wrong” with her faith in Jesus. Her faith is 

confronted with her life situation. Does her faith mean anything in her particular 

situation? Orevillo-Montenegro relates her faith to her context. She reproaches her 

faith in particular and Christian doctrine in general. 

 

Poverty in the Philippines is a major factor in Orevillo-Montenegro’s theology. The 

context of poverty challenges her faith and needs to be addressed. Some pastors say 

in their Sunday sermons that Christians must “carry the cross on their shoulders.” 

The “cross” refers to poverty and suffering, and the phrase declares that Christians 

should be diligent about bearing their burdens. The problem is that in Asia, poverty 

is caused by injustice. Therefore, “to carry the cross on their shoulders” implies an 

acceptance of the situation and an unwillingness to challenge injustice. A.A. 

Yewangoe criticized this viewpoint. Following S.A.E. Nababan, Yewangoe 

admonished Christians to understand that being poor is not identical with being 

pious.
9
 In the context of poverty caused by injustice, being poor is, rather, a call to 

break the chain of injustice. 

 

With more than 60% of its population living in poverty Asia is suffering from mass 

poverty. According to the World Bank’s statistics of  2010, 31% of the population 

that of 1,67 billion people in South Asia are living in poverty.
10

  Child malnutrition is 

high and almost half of the children in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, India, and Nepal are 

undernourished. Some 1.9 billion people in Asia do not have access to basic 

sanitation. Rice is a staple food in most Asian countries and any shortage threatens 

the economic and social stability, making governments extremely sensitive to its 

cost. In East Asia, 12% of the population of 2 billion people, is living in poverty.
11

 

Currently, because of the financial crisis, 452 million people in China, 590 million in 

South Asia and more than 200 million in Southeast Asia are struggling with famine. 

                                                           
 
8
Muriel Orevillo-Montenegero, The Jesus of Asian Women, Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 2006, 

pp. 4-5. 
9
A.A. Yewangoe, Theologia Crucis in Asia: Asian Christian Views on Suffering in the Face of 

Overwhelming Poverty and Multifaceted Religiosity in Asia, Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1987, p. 252. 
10

 World Bank’s statistic, see http://data.worldbank.org/topic/poverty, accessed Sept, 17, 2014. 
11

 World Bank’s statistic, see http://povertydata.worldbank.org/poverty/region/EAP, accessed Sept, 17, 

2014. 

http://data.worldbank.org/topic/poverty
http://povertydata.worldbank.org/poverty/region/EAP
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They earn less than $2 a day. The poor in Asia make up 75% of the world’s poor.
12

 

Asian poverty is abysmal, and vividly reflects a lack of knowledge of human rights 

and privileges, which leads to exploitation and, hence, deprivation of basic needs. 

There is no problem more pressing than that of Asian poverty. 

 

Why has this situation developed in Asia, which is so incredibly rich in natural 

resources? Key words such as “deprivation” and “exploitation” reveal that the Asian 

poor have been denied their rights to adequate food, clothing, and shelter and suffer 

poor health and undernourishment. Natural resources, such as forests and gold mines, 

are exploited without regard to the people living in the forests or near the mines. The 

foreign markets and investors and the local elite are responsible for making and 

keeping the Asian masses poor. For example, the biggest gold and copper mine in the 

world is located in Papua, the easternmost province of Indonesia. These resources 

have been exploited for more than 30 years, but the people of Papua are still poor and 

most of them are uneducated. The Indonesian elite and foreign investors have 

usurped the yield of Papua’s rich natural resources. 

 

Amartya Sen explained the situation above within the framework of “inequality.” 

Inequality is the cause of social problem including poverty. Sen, a Nobel laureate in 

economics from India, stated that inequality is the most crucial problem with respect 

to the poverty of the masses. Taking several Asian countries as examples, Sen argued 

that the problem of inequality is rooted in differences in capabilities and powers.
13

 

The gap in the capabilities and powers between poor people and the rich is very wide. 

Capabilities and powers are recognized not only in the political sphere but also in 

practical matters, such as educational opportunities. Rich people have access to 

opportunities to increase their wealth because they have the capabilities and powers 

to do so. Here lies a problem of great social concern. Sen’s statement reflects the 

problem behind the poverty of the masses in Asia where about 20% of the population 

powers 80% of the economy. Because of this, most Asian countries are not yet ready 

to engage in capitalism, which is the foundation of free-trade agreements. 

 

One cannot examine religion in Asia without considering the inhumane conditions 

and unjust social systems to which the majority of Asians are subject at present, as 

these same people represent living religious pluralism in Asia. The fact is, however, 

that religion in Asia tends to unconsciously legitimize the status quo and bolster 

injustice. For theological reflection to close its eyes to existing social structures is to 

endanger its entire moral enterprise and to cripple the power of religious 

consciousness. An Asian perspective on interreligious encounter, therefore, should 

stress a prophetic and liberating commitment to the weak and the poor. From this 

perspective, Aloysius Pieris proposes that Asian religious traditions actually have 

important resources that can be used to challenge socioeconomic injustice. Asian 

religions should be involved in liberating people. 

 

2.2. Religious Pluralism 

                                                           
 
12

Kompas, September 29, 2009, p. 10; see also Mirjam van Reisen, “Development Co-operation, 

Focusing Aid on Poverty Reduction”, in Tackling Poverty in Asia, the Booklet of Bond Foundation, 

Howard Mollett (ed.), London: Russell Press, 2002, pp. 4-10. 
13

Amartya Sen, Inequality Reexamined, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992, p. 146. 
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Stanley Samartha wrote: “Religious pluralism today is not just an academic issue to 

be discussed but a fact of experience to be acknowledged.”
14

 Samartha’s opinion 

aptly explains the Asian situation. Religious pluralism is a fact of everyday life, 

especially in Asia. Asians are blessed with rich religious and cultural traditions. Asia 

is pluralistic, populated with millions of people from different ethnic, social, cultural, 

and religious backgrounds. Three major world religions – Hinduism, Buddhism and 

Islam – have been absorbed into society as the national and cultural identities of the 

countries they have dominated. For example, Hinduism is the national and cultural 

identity of India; Buddhism is the national and cultural identity of Thailand, 

Myanmar, and Sri Lanka; and Islam is the national and cultural identity of Pakistan, 

Iran, and many Arab nations. Thus, the situation in Asia was, and is, very different 

from the West. 

 

The situation becomes complicated because the religions are often “identified” with 

ethnic or sub-ethnic groups. For example, the ethnic Moro in the southern Philippines 

and the Sundanese in West Java, Indonesia, identify themselves as Muslims, just as 

the ethnic Minahasa in northern Sulawesi, Indonesia, identify themselves as 

Christians. To be a Moro means to be a Muslim. In this situation, religious 

conversion means disassociation from one’s ethnic group. 

 

The religious diversity in Asia also refers to diversity within each religion. For 

example, Buddhism in Thailand is primarily Theravada, whereas Buddhism in Japan 

is mainly Mahayana. Islam is divided into two basic groups, Sunni and Shi’i. Most 

Muslims in Iraq are Sunni, whereas most Muslims in Iran are Shi’i. Some conflicts 

erupt between these two groups in, for example, Pakistan and India. 

 

One main problem associated with Asian religious pluralism is the fact that the 

Abrahamic religions (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam) and traditional Asian religions 

(Taoism, Hinduism, and Buddhism) are institutionally and philosophically at odds 

with one another. Indeed, in the Abrahamic religions conflict does occur. Wang Shick 

Jang, a professor of religion in South Korea, mentioned two reasons why this conflict 

occurs.
15

 First, there is the exclusivism of the Abrahamic religions. In Indonesia, for 

example, there is a tendency in many Protestant churches and theologians to hold to a 

view  of Christianity as absolutely true. The doctrine that Christ is the saviour is used 

to reject the truth of other religions.
16

 This doctrine becomes absolute in the sense 

that it allows no room for other religions. The feeling of rejection accumulates in 

everyday contact among the respective adherents and needs only a simple “trigger” to 

ignite the accumulated tensions, resulting in the eruption of horizontal conflict. The 

second reason is rooted in the philosophical background of the Asian religions. 

According to Wang Shick Jang, the philosophical background of the Asian religions 

holds that all things are relative, which reflects the notion of “absolutizing 
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Stanley Samartha, Courage for Dialogue, Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1981, p.14. 
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relativism.” For Wang Shick Jang, this perspective has caused many problems and 

resulted in unsuccessful interreligious dialogue. On the other hand, according to 

several Hindu theologians, including Mahatma Gandhi and Keshub Chundar Sen, 

Asian religions, especially Hinduism, are philosophically very flexible. This 

flexibility is an Asian philosophical characteristic, but it does not have a tendency to 

become absolute. In the political sphere, of course, their position is intransigent 

because in several countries of Asia, Hinduism, Buddhism and Taoism represent the 

majority. Thus, the first reason seems sound, but the second reason must be analyzed 

carefully because several Asian theologians, including Yung Jung Lee, Choan Seng 

Song, and Aloysius Pieris, show how flexible Asian religions are philosophically and 

how they do not have any tendency to make relativism absolute. 

 

Political circumstances and historical backgrounds sometimes complicate 

relationships between religions. India, Pakistan, and Indonesia have experienced such 

complications. The conflicts that occurred between Christians and Muslims in 

Maluku (1998-2003) had political roots. The tension between the adherents of both 

religions escalated when the political elite used religious issues for political purposes. 

Thus, religious issues were used to trigger conflict. Apprehension between the 

religions that had roots in the period of European colonization and increased during 

the debate over the exclusion of  “seven words” from the state creed, Pancasila,
17

 at 

the birth of Indonesian independence was used by “political actors” to cause unrest 

and create a situation they could benefit from.
18

 

 

3. Uncertainty in Asia: Christendom or Christ? 

In the context of this complicated situation, Jesus is alive in Asia. Western 

missionaries brought Christianity and Jesus to Asia along with elements of Western 

culture. We will not discuss the long history of the Western Christian mission in 

Asia, but we should note that the Christian mission in Asia is a very complicated 

story that stretches from Western exploration and colonization to Asian acceptance. 

Religious and political power has been reciprocally binding throughout the history of 

Christian mission in Asia. For that reason, Jesus, the important figure in Christianity 

that must be witnessed to, retreated from the forefront of the mission. For example, in 

Indonesia at the beginning of the 17
th

 century, the Dutch East Indies Company (VOC) 

held a monopoly in trade, politics, and religion. There was a conflict between 

religious mission on the one hand, however, and political and economic interests on 

the other, with the result that mission was often sacrificed.
19

 Hence, it has been 

difficult for Asians to understand Jesus and his teachings. 

 

Jesus is a stranger to Asians; He is not a figure who is close to them. Meanwhile, 

because of the Western theological doctrine that considered Asian culture to be 
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pagan, Western missionaries were not comfortable with Asian cultures. In response to 

their discomfort, Asians interpreted the missionaries’ rejection of Asian cultures as 

Jesus’ rejection of Asian people. Thus, a “rebirth” of Jesus in the context of Asia is 

needed: the introduction of a Jesus who can be close to the hearts of Asians. 

 

This is why Asian theologians are conscious of the urgent need for a Christology that 

is relevant to the Asian continent. Michael Amaladoss cynically described the 

situation of Christology in Asia: “They [Christians] feel satisfied only with dogmatic 

formulas, even if they do not really understand them.”
20

 For a long time, Christians in 

Asia did not understand who Jesus is. Jesus was born, lived, taught, and died in 

Western Asia. Christianity then spread to Europe and grew into a strong political 

entity during the Middle Ages. Through missionary work and, actually, colonization, 

Christianity returned to Asia. Jesus returned to Asia. Unfortunately, however, Jesus 

returned as a stranger burdened with a complex concept – and the baggage of 

colonization. It was very difficult for Christians in Asia to understand him. Jose M. 

de Mesa relates the story told by Louis Luzbetakin his book, The Church and 

Cultures, about a religious Indian who was complaining to a group of missionaries 

about the missionary methods employed in his native India: 

 

You say that you bring Jesus and new humanity to us. But what is this 

“new humanity” you are proclaiming? We would like to see it, touch it, 

taste it, and feel it. Jesus must not be just a name, but a reality. Jesus 

must be illustrated humanly.
21

 

 

Luzbetak comprehends the feelings of Asians in trying to understand Jesus. Jesus was 

too distant from the experience of everyday life in Asia. For that reason, Aloysius 

Pieris exclaimed, “Does Christ has a place in Asia? And which Christ?”
22

 He 

continued by criticizing the various “Christs” claimed by the Western churches and 

some theologians in Asia: “…the Euro-ecclesiastical Christ of the official church; the 

non-Western Christ of scholars and intellectuals; and the Asian Christ…they are all 

out of place in Asia.”
23

 Jesus is “out of place” in Asia, especially amongst Asian 

Christians, even though He is the centrepoint of the faith. 

 

All these statements above show that Christians in Asia have long been distant from 

Jesus Christ. The question that emerges is: Did the Christian missionaries promote 

Jesus Christ or the Western Christian empire in Asia? This may be a cynical question 

because, at the beginning of the 7
th

 century, some Nestorian missionaries arrived in 

China peacefully and without designs of colonization. At that time, China showed 

remarkable cultural openness and religious tolerance.
24

 Choan Seng-Song charges 

that the Western missionaries who were sent to the Third World were “the self-styled 
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crusaders who had come out to conquer and not to reason, to convert and not to 

listen.”
25

 For Song, the missionaries did not bring God to the Asians, because God 

was already present in their histories, cultures, and religions. Aloysius Pieris, 

however, senses the ambiguity of religions, including Christianity since, even in the 

20
th

 century, he states, a crypto-colonialist theology is still lurking. Because of that, 

 

every religion, Christianity included, is at once a sign and counter sign of 

the kingdom. The revolutionary impetus launching a religion into 

existence is both fettered and fostered by the need for an ideological 

formulation.... [T]hat religion, therefore, is a potential means of either 

emancipation or enslavement.
26

 

 

Thus, since the first arrival of Western missionaries, the need to endorse Jesus Christ 

and the need to build a new empire co-existed. The ideology of “liberating” the 

“colonized” nations still persists, at least it did in the 20
th

 century, and it is this 

ideology that the Asian churches have inherited. 

 

The words of an Indian Hindu, Keshub Chunder Sen (1838-1884), reminded the 

Asian churches of the necessity of undertaking serious theological reflection from an 

Asian perspective: 

 

It seems that Christ has come to us as an Englishman, with 

English manners and customs about him, with the temper and 

spirit of an Englishman in him…. Is not Christ’s native land 

nearer to India than England? Are not Jesus and his apostles and 

immediate followers more akin to Indian nationality than 

Englishmen? Why should we, then, travel to a distant country 

like England in order to get truths, which are found much nearer 

to our homes? Go to the rising sun in the East, not to the setting 

sun in the West, if you wish to see Christ in the plenitude of His 

Glory.
27

 

 

Chunder Sen’s statement deserves attention. There are two particular points. First, 

theology in Asia should pay close attention to the local context. Contemporary 

theology in Asia reflects this. Currently, Christology exists in the tension between 

continuity with the church’s doctrinal tradition on the one hand and openness to new 

experiences and understandings of Christ arising out of the particular contexts of 

suffering and hope on the other. The classical Christological formulations of the 4
th

 

and 5
th

 centuries of the Christian era focused exclusively on defining the person of 

Christ
28

 and the relation between his divinity and humanity, rather than his salvific 
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work and significance for people.
29

 The figure of Jesus became a cosmic and 

ontological figure. A new direction in the definition of Christ is now becoming 

visible. In the past quarter century, there has been an unprecedented awakening of 

local or contextual Christologies that speak of Christ and salvation in strikingly new 

ways. These contextual Christologies are making a significant impact on 

Christological reflection, interreligious dialogue, and the contextualization of faith.
30

 

 

The second point it that there is a pitfall in Chundar Sen’s statement. It supposes that 

there is no connection between the West and the East. Chundar Sen assumes that non-

Western images of Jesus will always differ from concepts expressed in the West.
31

 

Should Asians reject all Western Christology? Western Christology is a part of 

Christian theology. Sally McFague states that a credo is not just a personal experience 

or private revelation. While personal experience confirms and deepens beliefs, these 

beliefs must be present in the Christian tradition or shown to be consonant with 

it.
32

Although some of the Asian images differ from those in the West, Asian 

Christology grew up in the field of Western Christology as part of the entire Christian 

tradition. For example, the image of Jesus as guru, teacher, in the traditional Javanese 

culture that was proposed by the Indonesian theologian, J.B. Banawiratma, is not 

new. Western theology contains the concept of Jesus as a Great Teacher. Anton 

Wessels has shown that Clement of Alexandria portrayed Jesus as a teacher in the 3
rd

 

century. Based on his biblical portrayal, Jesus has long been depictedas an educator 

and teacher.
33

 Banawiratma, however, added the Javanese sense of guru, a teacher 

who holds a highly respected position in the Javanese social system. Thus, the 

Javanese people perceive Jesus in a new way. Martien Brinkman called this a “double 

transformation”.
34

 I will elaborate on this term later. Accepting Christ in this new 

way does not mean dissenting fromWestern Christology. There is no new “predicate” 

about Jesus at all. There is, rather, a new “understanding” about Jesus as a part of a 

critical praxis within a different context. 

 

The problem is that Western Christology is not suitable in the Asian context and that 

the existing social, political, economic, and religious situations in Asia are, in 

general, oppressive and dehumanizing. It is not a question of differences. Leonardo 

Boff states that it is the church that fails to recognize the existing “brutal reality,” i.e., 

the conditions of low income, unemployment, lack of social security, etc.
35

 Western 

Christology has failed to enter into a free and friendly dialogue with the life stories of 

Asians and to recognize the presence of other religions in Asia. Why has this 
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happened? According to Michael Amaladoss, this disparity has occurred because the 

image proposed by Western theologians is no longer suited to the everyday 

experiences of Asians. The images of Jesus should not be dogmatic.
36

 Alangaram 

describes this situation as one of “double-sided suspicions.”
37

 The first suspicion 

concerns the Christology of the West, while the second suspicion is of Asian cultures 

and traditions. 

 

The attempts to respond to these suspicions have resulted in a new type of 

Christology in Asia that is distinct from the traditional Christology of the West, and 

in the clarification of certain vital concepts, such as the church, salvation, 

evangelization, and the need for an Asian Christology. An Asian Christology seeks a 

link between the Christian tradition and other faiths, including Hinduism, Islam, and 

Buddhism, not only to define itself, but also to live and fulfil its mission. 

 

3.1. The “Helicopter Theory” 

The question that arises concerning the existence of Christianity in Asia is the 

following: After hundreds of years of missionary work in Asia, why is Christianity 

still a very small minority? Even after two millennia since the emergence of 

Christianity, Christians in the whole ofAsia add up to only 3% of the total population. 

The most common explanation is that Christianity was brought to Asia along with 

Western colonization. Other religions, however, did develop very quickly. For 

example, according to Leroy Seat, there are several reasons why Christianity “failed” 

in Asia.
38

 First, it failed to spread because of the very strong dominance of Islam in 

West and South Asia. Second, other religions, i.e. Hinduism and Buddhism, have 

deep roots in several areas in Asia, especially East and South Asia, making it difficult 

for Christianity to penetrate into these areas. Third, strong imperial systems existed in 

several countries, such as Japan and China. Imperial systems cannot be separated 

from religious domination. These reasons only skim over what happens between 

religions, however; they cannot answer the question of why Christianity has not 

penetrated deeply into a country where Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam are pre-

existent. 

 

Pieris offers an interesting explanation for that question. According to him, there are 

two kinds of Asian religions, i.e., cosmic and metacosmic.
39

 “Cosmic religion” refers 

to the religions that are found in Africa, Asia, and Oceania that have been 

pejoratively referred to by some theologians as “animistic.” Cosmic religions 

embrace all the tribal and cultural belief systems that hold that natural elements, such 

as fire and water, are numinous beings and have supernatural powers.  “Metacosmic 

religions” refers to the “great religions,” including Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, and 

Christianity. 

 

Pieris’ “helicopter theory” explains why it is difficult for one metacosmic religion to 

be accepted where another metacosmic religion already exists.This theory is based on 
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historical observation. Cosmic religions are like helicopter pads that are open to the 

arrival of new things. Metacosmic religions, on the other hand, are like helicopters. 

The cosmic religions represent a natural field for the metacosmic religions to land, 

accepting whatever metacosmic religion lands first. Once a metacosmic religion has 

landed, other metacosmic religions are not able to land on that particular helicopter 

pad. The metacosmic religion penetrates the domain of the cosmic religion. Pieris 

states that in this process “inculturation means none other than a metacosmic religion 

finding its natural point of insertion in a cosmic religion.”
40

 This new arrival is 

adopted by the local people and flourishes. Brinkman termed the helicopter theory an 

“occupation theory.”
41

 Pieris explains, however, that it is possible to force the first 

helicopter off the pad through political or military pressure.
42

 In Indonesia, 

Christianity attempted to use political and military pressure but failed. The Javanese 

people retained a strong identification with Islam. 

 

In the context of Indonesia, however, one question remains. Prior to the arrival of 

Islam, Hinduism had already been adopted in Indonesia as the “official” religion of 

Hindu kingdoms, including Tarumanagara, Sriwijaya, Mataram Hindu, Kediri, 

Singasari, and Majapahit. Hinduism at that time embraced several concepts that could 

be considered cosmic, such as gods and goddesses who represented personifications 

of the dynamic universe. Pieris categorizes Hinduism at that time as “tantric 

Hinduism.”
43

 Islam spread widely when Islamic kingdoms, such as Demak, which 

conquered Majapahit in the 15
th

 century, and Mataram Islam became dominant 

forces. The presence of Hinduism as a cosmic religion that accepted the arrival of 

metacosmic Islam is a possibility, although Pieris’ proposal of a metacosmic religion 

(Islam) forcing the first “helicopter” (Hinduism) out through military force may also 

serve as an explanation. When Demak, ruled by a Muslim, conquered Hindu 

Majapahit, Islam became the official religion spread throughout West and East Java 

society. People converted to Islam because – and this is typically one of the main 

reasons for conversion – they followed the example of their ruler. 

 

Pieris digs deeply into the ontological reason for the nature of religion in relation to 

the people, the nature of cosmic religions as very open, and the nature of metacosmic 

religions that promote exclusivity. These characteristics of the religions influence the 

nature of the relationships between religions. 

 

3.2. Traditional Christologies and Asian Responses 
Christianity spread throughout the world through the efforts of Western missionaries 

from predominantly Western cultures that promoted doctrinal expressions about God 

and Jesus Christ. The dominant Christian doctrine that was inherited by Western 

missionaries was the doctrine of God and Jesus from the Middle Ages and, of course, 

Hellenistic perspectives. The dominance of these creeds creates a hermeneutical 

problem for Asians. According to Hendrik M. Vroom, the ambiguity of this doctrine 

arises, on the one hand, from the fact that these classical credal expressions provide a 

common heritage, particularly the Hellenistic view of God and Jesus. On the other 

hand, however, this common heritage should not mean that other cultures must follow 
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this philosophical or theological terminology exclusively or that they must use the 

same liturgy that Western missionaries used.
44

 Vroom realizes that philosophical 

views among different cultures may be incommensurable. But the Jesus of Hellenistic 

culture overcame Asian culture. 

 

In response to traditional Christology, the Federation of Asian Bishops stated that 

“the image of Jesus that was brought along with the colonial power that sought to 

enslave, exploit, abuse, destroy Asian culture, religion and people has caused a deep 

wound in the hearts of Asian people.”
45

 This experience has disfigured the image of 

Jesus in the hearts of Asian people. This is why the Federation of Asian Bishops 

insists that the Asian church must rediscover the Jesus who spent his entire life 

saving and helping the poor. 

 

3.3. Challenges by Other Religions  

Jesus is an intriguing figure who has inspired both Christians and non-Christians. 

Theologians from other religions who admired and have been inspired by Jesus have 

tried to understand who Jesus is in a critical way, and have challenged traditional 

church doctrine about Jesus. They do not regard themselves as Christians, but they 

recognize the great contributions that the teachings and the example of Jesus’ life 

could make to social progress in their countries. I will elaborate on two Hindus 

theologians in the 19
th

 century:  Keshub Chundar Sen and Pratap Chandra 

Mozoomdar. 

 

3.3.1. Keshub Chundar Sen 

Keshub Chundar Sen (1838-1884) was born in Calcutta. At the age of 22, he joined 

the Brahmo Samaj, a social reform group that proved to be the most influential 

religious movement in India in the 19
th

 century. After being employed by the Bank of 

Bengal for two years, he became a full-time missionary for the Brahmo Samaj. He 

wrote several lectures on Christ: Jesus Christ: Europe and Asia (1866), India Asks: 

Who is Jesus Christ? (1879), and That Marvellous Mystery–the Trinity (1882).
46

 

 

Chundar Sen began to criticize the European community in India for the way they 

thought about the native people of India. He said, “Among the European community 

in India there is a class who not only hate the natives with their whole heart, but seem 

to take pleasure in doing so.”
47

 At that time, as in other parts of Asia, Christian 

missionaries and most of the European community who worked and lived in Asia 

considered Asians to be infidels and second-classcitizens. On the other hand, 

Chundar Sen mentioned that many natives compared the Europeans to wolves: they 

were thought to be vindictive, wrathful, and ferocious. What should the Europeans 

and Indians do in their respective contexts? Chundar Sen referred to Jesus Christ who 

had been brought to Asia by European missionaries. In his interpretation of Jesus” 

teachings, the spirit of Jesus promoted mutual understanding and harmony. If the 
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European community truly embraced Jesus in their hearts, they would strive for 

understanding and harmony in their lives. The harmony and cooperation that Jesus 

came to earth to establish did not exist between the Europeans and Indians. In 

Chundar Sen’s mind, Europeans and Indians were all children of God, and the ties of 

brotherhood should bind them together. But he did admire the spirit of philanthropy  

displayed by the European missionaries and the church. He said, “The many noble 

deeds of philanthropy and self-denying benevolence, which Christian missionaries 

have performed in India, are treasured in the gratitude of the nation, and can never be 

forgotten or denied.”
48

 

 

Through his criticism of the missionaries, Chundar Sen laid the foundation of his 

understanding of Jesus. The believer in Jesus Christ should be inspired by Him and 

strive to act like Him. Chundar Sen’s criticism of the European community and 

missionaries was the result of his study of Jesus. According to Hans Staffner, 

Chundar Sen attributed India’s rejection of Christ to a tragic misunderstanding based 

on the way of life and attitudes of the European community in India and the way the 

missionaries preached about Jesus. The Jesus Christ presented to the Indian people 

was the Christ of Europeans. Chundar Sen therefore challenged the European 

perspective of Jesus. 

 

Chundar Sen not only analyzed Jesus’ teachings intellectually but also loved Jesus. 

He said, “I am not a Christian....Yet I must speak of Christ. My love for Christ 

constrains me to speak of Him. My loyalty to Jesus is my apology.”
49

 He warned the 

Europeans that, in his devotion to Christ, he followed his own way, which was 

different from the missionaries’ devotion. In his opinion, the “Western Christ” 

brought by the European missionaries was not congenial to Indian minds and hearts – 

that Christ was an Englishman with English manners and customs, and with an 

English temper; that Jesus was a stranger to the Indians even though the historical 

Jesus was Asian by birth. This is why Jesus seemed distant from the Indians. On 

behalf of the Indians, Chundar Sen asked, “Why must we bow before a foreign 

prophet?”
50

 It was a critical question regarding the Christ proclaimed by the European 

missionaries. In actuality, he was criticizing the European missionaries who tended to 

undermine the very foundation of the native society. 

 

Chundar Sen argued that the “stumbling block” between Hindus and Christians lay in 

the concept of the divinity of Christ, which should be discussed not on the basis of  

the classical doctrine on Christ brought by the European missionaries but on the basis 

of the New Testament itself. He argued that the spirit of Jesus is not same as God the 

Father; Jesus is not God in a definitive sense in the same way that God the Father is. 

The divinity of Christ refers to something different. The “way of being” that Jesus 

aspired to was more than the traditional image of Jesus. His declaration that “the 

Father and I are one” is nothing other than the highest form of self-denial.
51

 Jesus 

never declared himself to be the “Father.” The statement is not an identification of 

Jesus with God the Father but a self-abnegation in a very exalted spiritual sense. By 
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these words, Jesus renounced his individual self and, as his self ebbed away, heaven 

poured into his soul. This is a symbol of Jesus’ self-emptying, and not one of his 

godhead. It is clear that the influence of the Hindu religion, especially regarding self-

emptiness, was used to define Jesus. The doctrine of divine humanity, in which 

divinity pours into someone who is emptying himself, is essentially a Hindu doctrine. 

 

Jesus’ self-renunciation and his awareness of Himself and the Father brought him to a 

spiritual pre-existential condition, not just physically but instinctively as well. It is in 

this sense, Chundar Sen argued, that Jesus came from a divine essence and returned 

to that divine essence.
52

 Influenced by the Hindu concept of emanation, Chundar Sen 

proposed that it was not only Jesus who sprang forth from the Divine Essence but the 

entire world. The universe emanates from divinity and will return to its divine source. 

This concept is not a simple one, and that is why Chundar Sen admitted that he did 

not pretend to completely understand it.
53

 

 

He warned the European missionaries not to claim that Jesus was the very God of the 

universe, the Father of all humankind. This warning was understandable because 

India already had a pantheon of many Hindu gods and goddesses. Thus, he asked the 

European missionaries to consider the Hindu perspective before speaking about 

Jesus. If they did not, the missionaries would risk poisoning the Indian people with a 

new form of idolatry. 

 

Chundar Sen used both the ethical teachings of Jesus and the doctrine of Jesus to 

challenge the European missionaries. When criticizing the European missionaries’ 

attitudes about native Indians, Chundar Sen referred to the ethical teachings of Jesus, 

and interpreted the doctrine of Jesus through Hindu concepts. It appears that he was 

wrestling with his devotion to Christ and the heritage of his Hindu religion. As a 

result, he conceived of a Hindu image of Jesus. 

 

3.3.2. Pratap Chandra Mozoomdar 

Pratap Chandra Mozoomdar (1840-1905) was born in Bansberia, near Calcutta. Like  

Chundar Sen, he became a missionary for the Brahmo Samaj. His book, The Oriental 

Christ, was published in Boston in 1883. 

 

Like Chundar Sen, Mozoomdar began to criticize the European missionaries. He 

wrote: “Missionaries have missed us, but Christ has reached us.”
54

 He very clearly 

felt that the European missionaries did not appeal to Indian hearts but rather urged the 

Indians to leave their culture and religion. His feelings may be the consequence of the 

English colonization in India and the doctrine of the European missionaries that had 

failed to attract the spiritual sensitivities of the Indians. Jesus touched their hearts 

with His words. His love and compassion was a light in their everyday lives. 

 

Mozoomdar described the image of Jesus presented by the European missionaries in 

an incisive way: 
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He is an elaborately learned man, versed in all the principles of theology. 

His doctrine is historical, exclusive, arbitrary, opposed to the ordinary 

instincts and natural common sense of humankind.... He continually talks 

of blood and fire and hell. He hurls invectives at other men’s faith, 

however truly and consciously held. All self-sacrifice, which he does not 

understand, is delusion to him.... All scriptures are false which have grown 

up outside of his dispensation, climate and nationality.... He is tolerated 

only because he carries with him the imperial prestige of a conquering 

race.
55

 

 

The above description of Jesus is very distant from the figure of Jesus in the New 

Testament. If what the European missionaries preached of Jesus was true, it meant 

that the spirit of colonization was greater than the spirit of love. Here lies the 

problem of evangelization in the 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries. Following political 

colonization, Christian theology tried to colonize native religions. In this light, Jesus 

was thus seen as a colonizer of native religions. Mozoomdar, who had a deep love 

forJesus, writes about the Western Jesus being hurt by the European missionaries and 

emitting a cry of wounded love. 

 

Mozoomdar described an Eastern perspective on Jesus.
56

 He articulated an image of 

Jesus from three angles: first, Jesus gathered people around him, including the wise, 

the poor, women, and children. This means that Jesus transcended social gaps 

between groups and invited everyone to gather around him. Second, Jesus introduced 

a simple, uncomplicated institution based on love and remembrance. Third, Jesus 

dedicated his life to the poor and fought against injustice. His life and death 

sanctified the poor and the sinful. Mozoomdar’s most interesting statement was that 

Jesus’ death and resurrection called us to the mansion where he had gone to wait for 

us. Mozoomdar seriously contemplated both the death and resurrection of Jesus. 

 

Based on this elaboration of Christ, Mozoomdar asked the Indian people to devote 

themselves to Jesus. On the other hand, the European missionaries emphasized the 

punishment and death of Jesus more than the “Good News of Salvation.”
57

 Thus, 

Mozoomdar described the disparity not only in the images of Jesus but also the 

disparity in the methods of bringing Jesus to the Indian people. The European 

missionaries stressed cognitive knowledge rather than a feeling of devotion to Jesus. 

For Indians, and most Asian people, feeling is more important than cognitive 

knowledge. Feeling is, indeed, a kind of knowing. There is no single form of 

knowledge or knowing that can be claimed to be the only path to the absolute truth. 

For Western culture, feeling is not considered to be a kind of knowledge because it is 

not based on a rational foundation. Mozoomdar directly challenged the European 

missionaries to portray Jesus in the cultural and religious context of India. Indirectly, 

he taught the European missionaries how to evangelize amongst the native Indians. 

 

4. The Direction of Christology in Asia 
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Since the 19
th 

century, a distinctly Asian theology began to emerge as Asian 

theologians attempted to articulate the Christian faith. Stanley Samartha argued that 

theology in Asia should develop Asian hermeneutics forAsia,
58

 by which means that 

theology should consider the context and long history of Asia. The basic question is: 

What are the rules for interpreting the Bible? Of course, employing a different 

approach to understanding the context of the Bible, such as historical or ideological 

criticism, is important. But the real context of the contemporary world is as important 

as the context of the Bible. The crucial challenge is to interpret the text in a 

contemporary context. The Bible is authoritative, but it must be authoritative in 

contemporary lives as people struggle with their current problems. Thus, Christology, 

as a part of theology, should become relevant to the current context. 

 

There have been attempts to interpret Jesus Christ in the context of Asia. Religious 

plurality and Asian poverty have shaped the image of Jesus, who thus appears more 

“Asian” than previously. This is the answer to the problem of the insecure position of 

Christ in Asia. If Jesus is more “Asian,” then Asian Christianity will be more stable. 

Following Volker Küster, I will describe the three modelsof Asian Christology that 

have developed in response to the challenge of stability: Christocentrism, 

Christocentric theology, and Theocentrism.
59

 

 

4.1. Christocentrism 

Volker Küster states: “Christocentrism elevates Christology to be the criterion of the 

encounter of culture and religion.”
60

 Christocentrism makes Christ and Christology 

distinctly central in theology. In the context of the encounter between culture and 

religion, Christ becomes a focal point to elaborate on and engage in dialogue. Further, 

Küster said that the goal of interreligious dialogue is mission, but to some degree it is 

a post-colonial mission that strives to preserve the cultural identities of the others. 

Christocentrism, however, provides a space for other religions to consider salvation. 

At least two Asian theologians are involved in this discussion: M.M. Thomas and 

Aloysius Pieris. 

 

4.1.1. M.M. Thomas 

M.M. Thomas (1916-1996) focused on the incarnation of God in Jesus Christ as the 

central point in his theology. Jesus is God’s incarnation in history. The historical 

Jesus was important, but not in the sense of the historical Jesus that has been studied 

by the Jesus Seminar. “Historical” means that God’s incarnation was real and part of 

the history of humankind. Thus, for Thomas, God’s act of salvation through the life 

and death of Jesus Christ was a historical event representing the goal of human 

history. The role of the church is to convey the message of the historical Christ. 

Reflecting on the core message of the Christian Gospel, he writes, “It is for the…sake 

of the world that God became man in Jesus Christ. The heart of the gospel is that God 

loved the world so much that he gave his only begotten Son to be its salvation (John 
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3:16), that God was in Christ, reconciling the world unto Himself (2 Cor. 5:9).”
61

 The 

incarnation of God as a human being becomes the spiritual basis for the dignity and 

rights of human beings as individuals in society. Thus, the person of Christ is the core 

of the Christian message and hence should be understood and presented in a way that 

leads to a new contextual understanding of Jesus in Asia. Some religions are 

amenable to defining the person of Jesus clearly in Asia, while other religions are less 

so. 

 

Who is the person of Jesus? Thomas refers to the cross. The cross is identified with 

the person of Jesus and unites two important concepts: forgiveness and reconciliation. 

The person of Jesus symbolizes forgiveness and reconciliation, both of which provide 

universal meaning for humankind. 

 

Thomas writes, “The emphasis on the universal Christ is made in order to find a 

common ground for particular historical religions to meet and enter into dialogue 

with one another.”
62

 In this statement, he argues that Christians must find the 

universal meaning of Jesus that can be used for dialogue with other religions. The 

universal meaning of Jesus lies in forgiveness and reconciliation. This leads the 

church to extend the meaning of “communion.” Communion is understood not just 

referring internally to the church but also reflects the work of Jesus in human history. 

This extended communion is based on the teachings of Jesus Christ. For Thomas, the 

church should acknowledge the meaning of the crucified and risen Jesus on a larger 

scale, not only within the church itself but also throughout the scope of human 

history.
63

 There is, however, a continuity and a discontinuity that must be considered. 

For Thomas, theology is not just the explication of our faith in Jesus Christ. It also 

involves placing that faith alongside other faiths, as well as rationality and other 

human values that we share with other human beings, and allowing the examination 

of each belief system, including our own, in the terms of the others.
64

 Placing our 

faith alongside other faiths, rationality, and other human values entails the risk that 

Christ will not be viewed as a decisive figure. In this process, Christians risk Christ 

for Christ’s sake. 

 

4.1.2. Aloysius Pieris 

Aloysius Pieris was born in 1934 in Sri Lanka. He is a Jesuit priest who earned a 

doctoral degree in Buddhist philosophy from the University of Sri Lanka in Colombo 

in 1972. He has lectured in theology in Sri Lanka, Rome, and Germany. Buddhism in 

Sri Lanka influenced Pieris very deeply, and he conducted a remarkable dialogue 

with Buddhism, especially the Theravada tradition. His experience with Buddhism 

led him to a deeper reflection in theological understanding, and he assimilated 

Buddhist elements into the liturgical celebration of the Mass.
65

 His aim was to 
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translate the Christian message within a Buddhist conceptual framework.
66

 Pieris not 

only had a deep interest in theological reflection but also displayed a practical 

concern for Asian people. 

 

Pieris conceived a new perspective for Asian Christology that was based on Asian 

experiences. For Pieris, two Asian realities, i.e., poverty and religious pluralism, 

represented the major challenges for Christianity in Asia. He portrayed Jesus as an 

“Asian Guru” who identified himself with the poor and brought them together to 

struggle for liberation. Pieris used the events of Jesus’ baptism and sacrifice to show 

how Christians in Asia had to follow the example of Jesus. The latter’s baptism in the 

Jordan River confirmed his choice for ascetism, and his sacrifice confirmed his 

choice against mammon. Christianity in Asia should have a “baptismal immersion” in 

the “Jordan River” of Asian religions and the “Calvary” of Asian poverty. He said, 

“the Church must be given time to step into the baptismal waters of Asian religion 

and to pass through passion and death on the cross of Asian poverty.”
67

 

 

Pieris argued that Christological reflection in Asia did not consider either Asian 

religions or poverty to be the main contexts of Asian theological thought. He 

criticized the two models of Christology that existed in Asia, referring to them as 

“Christ against religions” and “Christ of religions.” The “Christ against religions” 

model has three variations. The first is the “colonial Christ” of the early 17
th

-century 

Western missionaries who strove to subjugate non-Christian religions regarded as 

responsible for the moral poverty of the pagans. The second is the “neocolonial 

Christ” of the late 1960s. This Christology recognized the link between religion and 

material poverty and attempted to subjugate non-Christian religions that were 

considered responsible for material poverty. The third is the “crypto-colonialist 

Christ” of the late 1970s. This Christology recognized the link between religion and 

structural poverty and attempted to suppress non-Christian religions that were 

regarded to be causes of structural poverty. 

 

The “Christ of religions” model also contains three variations. First is the “gnostic 

Christ” of the 19
th

-century Indian theologians that is seen to be present in all religions 

as the final consummation of all human searches for redemption. Second is the 

“ashramic Christ” of the late 1960s’ monks and mystics that voluntarily embraced 

material poverty. This Christ functions as a protest against the forces of poverty. 

Third is the “universal Christ” of the late 1970s theologians who were committed to a 

contextualization that appropriates the languages and symbols of non-Christian 

religions. This universal Christ ignores the link between religion and liberation. 

 

Pieris found all six of these Christologies to be unsatisfactory because they all 

divorced Asian religiosity from poverty and religious pluralism. These models of 

Christology were inadequate for dealing with the criteria of the hermeneutical circle. 

For Pieris, Christology must liberate people. Colin Greene criticises the Christology 

of liberation theology because it appears to replace belief with praxis, that is, 
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Christians manifest acceptance of Christ not by a confession of dependence on Christ 

but by acts to liberate the poor and the oppressed.
68

 

 

Pieris also realizes the weaknesses of liberation theology and inculturation. 

Liberation theology has tended to neglect Asian religiosity as a means for liberating 

Asian people. On the other hand, inculturation is not involved in addressing social 

and political problems. Pieris said that “inculturation is the by-product of 

involvement with a people rather than the conscious target of a program of action.”
69

 

Inculturation does not have a program for overcoming poverty and injustice in Asia. 

Hence, he proposed an Asian liberation theology that seriously view Asian religiosity 

as a means for liberation in the context of social and political circumstances. Pieris 

believed that Asian religions have a soteriological seed they are not yet conscious of 

that can be integrated into Christianity. Jesus can be understood in the Asian context 

only if Christianity dares to adopt an Asian soteriological understanding and reflect 

the essence of liberation. Therefore, for Pieris, “an Asian theology of liberation lies 

hidden there, waiting to be discovered by those ready to sell all things.”
70

 

 

Thus, the “non-Christian” character of Christ is a determinative factor in Asian 

theology.
71

 What is the meaning of the “non-Christian” character of Christ? Christ, in 

his death on the cross, identified Himself with the “non-persons,” i.e., the Dalit in 

India, the Minjung in Korea, oppressed women throughout all of Asia. These “non-

persons,” or “nobodies,” are the “lower castes” of Asians and represent almost 90% 

of the population. The Western missionaries missed this identification. The “non-

Christian” character of Christ brings together the realities of everyday life for Asians 

and their religiosity as a source of liberation. This is the “Asian Christ.” The concept 

of bringing the figure of Jesus down to earth is very strong for Aloysius Pieris. His 

thoughts of Christ were based on the existential experiences of the Asian people. 

 

Pieris insisted that there was no option for the Christian church in Asia except to 

choose to be poor in the sense of being detached from greed. The Christian mission is 

to share the Christ who identified Himself with the “no bodies.” Similarly, there is no 

other option for the Asian Christian theologians than to proclaim the Jesus that 

identified Himself with the poor in unrespectable places. Pieris writes: 

 

Some Asian theologians…have been as irrelevant as the encyclical. They 

have endeavoured to invent a non-Western Christ that would have a 

“respectable place” in the minds of the religious elite, rather than discover 

the Christhood of the Asian poor who, like Jesus have no decent place to be 

born in (Luke 2:7), no reputable place to live and work (John 1:46)....
72

 

 

The Western Jesus who has a “respectable place” has a close connection to the church 

mission, which is to expand the church and to open Asia to the Euro-ecclesiastical 

Christ. 
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The Christian mission needs to return to the figure of Jesus Christ. The presence of 

Jesus Christ in Asia is what liberates people. The heart of Christianity is liberation. 

The sense of Jesus as soteria, the supreme beatitude of interior freedom, involves a 

lengthy struggle to free oneself from mammon, which is a key factor in poverty in 

Asia. Pieris asked the Asian church to return to the biblical foundation of the 

Christian faith, i.e., the Jesus who liberated people from suffering. 

 

Pieris’ view of the Chalcedonian creed as a basis for almost all the Asian and 

Western churches is interesting. For Pieris, Christians should not reflect upon the 

Chalcedonian creed as the absolute norm for orthodoxy.
73

 This means that the Asian 

churches could not use the language of the Chalcedonian creed, such as 

“personae,”“subordinationism” or “homousios,” as the absolute norm for reflecting 

on the Asian experience of Christ. The Chalcedonian creed was a brilliant 

achievement of the human mind in its time, and it used a particular model and 

culture. Hans Waldenfels called Pieris’ proposal “Christ beyond dogma.”
74

 

  

4.2. Christocentric Theology 

Christocentric Christology is incarnational; it is based on God’s incarnation in Jesus 

Christ. Küster appears to put Christocentric theology in the middle between 

“Christocentric Christology” and “Theocentric Christology.” Prior knowledge of God 

before the revelation of God in Christ is the first stage of God’s revelation. The story 

of Jesus becomes the hermeneutical key, especially to understanding the story of 

humanity and theological reflection. The story of Jesus is used to explore the deepest 

meaning of the story of humanity: Jesus is the locus of God’s revelation. Choan 

Seng-Song and Kosuke Koyama represent this perspective. 

 

4.2.1. Choan Seng-Song 

Choan Seng-Song was born in Taiwan in 1929 into a Presbyterian family. He earned 

a doctoral degree from Union Theological Seminary and has been a professor of 

theology at the Pacific School of Religion in Berkeley, California since 1985.
75

 His 

work in Thailand during the nineteen sixties shaped his theological perspective. 

Working in the midst of the Thai people, the majority of whom are Buddhists, he 

became aware of another “reality” besides the Western theology he had studied. With 

this background in Thailand, Song advocates the use of the theological imagination to 

open up and engage with people’s stories of suffering and spiritual longing. 

Theologians in Asia must be able to express their theology, for they live in the midst 

of rich cultures in which the power of imagination has contributed greatly.
76

 He 

writes passionately: 

 

No matter what branch of theology is your main concern and no matter what 

you do to become competent in it, your efforts must lead you to a 
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theological understanding of the life and history of your own country, and 

you must be able to relate that understanding to your faith derived from the 

Christian Bible. Our theology must have enough room for the world of Asia 

as well as for the World of the Bible.
77

 

 

Indirectly, Song states that Asian Christian theology should consider not only the 

context of the Bible but also the context and reality of Asia as portrayed through 

Asian stories. 

 

Stories in Asia are plentiful and are as valid as Western stories. Song promotes a 

“third eye theology”
78

 in which Asian theology must move away from the history of 

Israel (the first eye) and the history of Western Christianity (the second eye) to the 

history of Asia, Africa, and Latin America (the third eye). He says: “In the 

providence of God, the biblical world with its faith was transposed from Palestine to 

the Greco-Roman world and eventually to the rest of Europe and the West.”
79

 Thus, 

there must be a transposition of the Christian faith to the “third eye.” The church in 

Asia is familiar with the “first eye” and “second eye” theologies, but as yet incapable 

of using the “third eye.” The “third eye” perceives what cannot be perceived by the 

“first” and “second” eyes. This involves a “theological leap.”
80

 For a long time, 

Christians in Asia interpreted the Christian faith in a “German spirit.” According to 

Song, they have to train themselves to see Jesus Christ through Chinese eyes, 

Japanese eyes, Asian eyes, African eyes, and Latin American eyes.
81

 These eyes will 

lead the church to new insights into God’s truth. He states, “The truth of Jesus 

Christ...enables us Christians to experience a new marvellous ways in which God is 

engaged in God’s saving activity in our world of cultural and religious pluralism.”
82

 

 

Incarnation is the centre of Song’s theology. He states: “When in Christian faith we 

speak of Jesus Christ, we are not invoking an abstract name but expressing our faith 

in the love of God that redeems the world through Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ is God’s 

love incarnate.”
83

 Jesus is the one in whom the God who creates and the God who 

redeems become one. This means that creation and redemption become one in Jesus. 

Incarnation is central to Song’s theology because it makes the theological leap or 

transposition possible. The Word does not remain transcendent but is revealed in 

history. 

 

As the incarnation of God, Jesus is revealed in history. History encompasses many 

stories, including those of the other religions. For example, Song told the story of Sri 

Ramakrishna, a Hindu priest, to whom Christ appeared. Ramakrishna believed that 
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Jesus was an incarnation of God but also believed that Buddha and Krishna were 

incarnations of God as well.
84

 Without converting to Christianity, Ramakrishna 

accepted the story about the Jesus as God’s incarnation. This is why Song argues that 

the history of all nations and all religions must be the subject matter of theology. The 

Christian faith begins with a basic presupposition that God is at work in history.
85

 

The Christian interpretation of history is not complete until it is tested and corrected 

by non-Christians. Thus, non-Christians play an important role.
86

 

 

Does Song downplay the significance of Jesus in his theology? Kenneth Flemming 

argues that Song does not downplay the significance of Jesus.
87

 Although Song 

eschews a doctrinal approach to other religions based on Christ’s uniqueness, he 

considers Jesus to be the one who defined God’s truth for humanity. Song quoted St. 

Paul’s statement that “God was in Christ” (2 Cor. 5:19)
88

 and that “…in this way [the 

crucifixion of Jesus], the identification of God with us human beings becomes 

complete.”
89

 The important point for Song is not a doctrinal approach about Jesus in 

the context of people’s stories in Asia but a common exploration of the ethical force 

for good life in religions.
90

 

 

Incarnations of God occur in many Asian myths and stories of everyday life and 

Asian folklore. Poverty and religious pluralism are important fields for God’s 

incarnation. For Song, Jesus was crucified for millions of Asians who are suffering 

because of poverty and injustice. God identifies with these people. This is the 

important point of Song’s theology of incarnation. He brings Jesus from Israel to the 

suffering people in Asia. Jesus who had been identified with Jews and Westerners 

was now identified with Asians. Martien Brinkman comments that, for Song, the 

question is not who Jesus is but where Jesus is.
91

 The answer is very clear that Jesus 

is in the people’s stories, the stories of everyday life, including those of poverty. 

 

Song identifies Jesus through Asian stories. The stories of Asian people that Song 

retells and relates to the Christian faith are both political and cultural. For example, 

Song tells the story of the “February Incident” in Taiwan in 1947, when the Chinese 

army clashed with the Taiwanese people. He relates this story to how Jesus 

challenged the religious and political status quo.
92

Jesus provides an example of how 

to relate power and truth that can be applied to the “February Incident” in Taiwan. 

Song also retold Chinese, Japanese, Indian, and Indonesian folktales in terms of 

Jesus’ story. Song believes that the wisdom embedded in folktales is not only human 

but also inherently divine.
93

 

 

4.2.2. Kosuke Koyama  
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Kosuke Koyama is a Japanese theologian who was born in 1929 into a second-

generation Christian family in Tokyo and baptized during the Second World War. He 

became a professor at Union Theological Seminary in the United States. Koyama 

grew up in two Japanese contexts – first, in a Christian minority that was distrusted 

by the Japanese government and, second, when Japan was preparing for the Second 

World War and the resulting devastation. He confessed that during his theological 

studies in the United States he rejected his “Asian religious and cultural background 

as worthless.”
94

 When he was working in Thailand, in 1960 to 1968, however, 

Koyama was “shaken” by Buddhism and reassessed his theological stance towards 

Asian cultures and religions. He realized that theology should be relevant to the 

experiences of the people. Koyama’s attempts to explain the story of humankind in 

the framework of the story of Jesus are reflected in the titles of his books, such as 

Waterbuffalo Theology and Mount Fuji and Mount Sinai: A Pilgrimage in Theology. 

He explicitly stated that he strove to reflect the story of humans, including the 

Japanese, in the story of Jesus.
95

 

 

Regarding his work in Thailand, Koyama writes: “I decided that my theology in 

northern Thailand must begin with the need of the farmers and not, for instance, the 

great thoughts developed in Summa Theologiae and Die Kirchliche Dogmatik.”
96

 For 

that reason, he dug deeply into the heart of Buddhism in order to witness to Jesus. 

Without a deep understanding of Buddhism and Christian theology, it was difficult to 

teach the Thais about Jesus. Koyama thus became one of the forerunners of 

contextual theology, especially in Asia. 

 

Koyama used the self-denial of Buddhist theology to portray Jesus. Self-denial is at 

the centre of the Buddhist way of life. Two basic spiritual attributes are very 

important in Buddhism – wisdom and mercy. Both are paths for the Buddhist. Self-

denial combines wisdom and mercy. For Koyama, Jesus is a symbol of perfect self-

denial. The cross is the mark of Jesus’ self-denial and is a symbol of His self-

sacrifice. But there is a subtle difference between the self-denial in Buddhism and 

Koyama’s portrayal of Jesus. In Buddhism, self-denial is practised in order to 

perform one’s duty. For example, the samurai’s complete self-denial is in his 

unconditional obedience to his master. For Koyama, the self-denial that occurs 

between humanity and God is an act of freedom and love, rather than one of mere 

obedience.
97

 

 

Jesus’ self-denial is a model for Christians. The only way Christians can achieve a 

deeper knowledge of the relationship between Jesus and the spirit of Buddhism is by 

following Jesus’ act of self-denial. Koyama focuses intently on this understanding. 

Jesus, he says, teaches a kind of discipleship that accentuates self-denial. Self-denial 

can also be used in interreligious dialogue. In this sense, Christians will see a new 

light in the theological debate amongst religions. 
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We should note, however, that the term “self” in Buddhism has a specific meaning. It 

refers to something impermanent. Buddhism denies the existence of permanent 

entities that consist of transient matter, such as our bodies. Koyama argued that the 

Christian perception of “self” is radically different from this Buddhist concept.
98

 The 

Christian’s belief in resurrection means that the “self” has a permanent state of being. 

This is a major teaching difference here. 

 

Koyama’s Christological understanding is centred in the concept of the “Crucified 

God,” i.e., God’s incarnation in Jesus. God expresses his extreme love through 

Christ. This is God’s crucial plan for the history of humankind. Thus, God’s 

incarnation is related to Koyama’s understanding of history. For Koyama, history is 

always particularized because people live in specific cultures and times. God is 

involved in these particular stories. What, then, is the role of Jesus in the history of 

humankind? According to Merril Morse, Koyama followed Paul Tillich’s 

understanding of Christ’s role in history. Tillich writes: “Where does Christianity 

find its criteria? There is only one point from which the criteria can be derived and 

only one way to approach this point. The point is the event in which Christianity is 

based, and the way is participation in the continuing spiritual power of this event, 

which is the appearance and reception of Jesus as the Christ, a symbol which stands 

for the decisive self-manifestation in human history of the source and aim of all 

history.”
99

 Christ is manifested throughout human history. Koyama states: “The 

Crucified One (1 Cor. 2:2) is the form of God’s participation in history!”
100

 God’s 

involvement in history is manifested ultimately in the incarnation of Christ or, to use 

Choan Seng-Song’s words, “God incarnate in history.” 

 

If God participates in history, does God control history or take it over completely? 

Koyama stated that, through the figure Jesus Christ, God participated in and changed 

history fundamentally, but not comprehensively. By “comprehensive” he means “an 

irresistible act in human history that refutes free will” so that humans are left with no 

freedom of choice. If this occurs, God manipulates history and the free will of 

humanity is lost. That Jesus changed history basically means that he was involved in 

the foundation of human lives and was the sign of the reality of the Kingdom of God. 

Human free will still exists. The fate of humanity is based on the mysterious freedom 

of human confidence and faith; it can be creative or destructive, healing or 

damaging.
101

 

 

The historical substance of God’s involvement in the world lies in the fact that God 

loves the world. God is interested in people’s development and for that reason he has 

an interest in history.
102

 Koyama shows that the historical substance of God’s love is 

sensible and intelligible to peoplein any culture and at any time. When God speaks 

through Christ, God speaks to people in any culture and at any time. 
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Koyama proposed that the “Crucified God” is a critic of history,
103

 and criticized the 

tendency towards absolute religious and political power. In Thailand he found that 

the Christian doctrine tends to exclusivity and disregards other religions, especially 

Buddhism. Generally, he criticizes Western Christianity for its ideological and 

political aggression in Asia. On the other hand, Koyama’s experiences in the Second 

World War led him to criticize the absolute political power that was influential in the 

war.
104

 His criticism of the absoluteness of religious and political power was a 

criticism of idolatry. All absolutes are idolatrous and must be criticized by the 

Crucified Mind, which is a reflection of the Crucified God. 

 

4.3. Theocentrism 

Theocentrism holds that Christ is a primal image or model that God bestowed upon 

human beings, but Jesus is not identical with God. Rather, he is a human who 

embodies an aspect of God. Jesus’ focus was the kingdom of God, not himself. With 

respect to salvation, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Christianity share a common interest 

in God: God is a focal point in interreligious dialogue. Theocentrism expresses the 

view that all religions are equally valid in sharing God. Religions are ways of 

salvation. Jesus may be unique for Christians, but others may have their own objects 

of faith. No one revelation is superior to any other.
105

 

 

4.3.1. Stanley Samartha 
Stanley Samartha (1920-2002) was an Indian theologian who promoted interreligious 

dialogue in India and the World Council of Churches. After receiving a doctoral 

degree from Union Theological Seminary where he studied under Paul Tillich, he 

taught at United Theological College, Karnataka Theological College, and the South 

Asia Theological Research Institute in India. He was the first director of the Dialogue 

Programme of the World Council of Churches. 

 

Promoting a new awareness of religious pluralism, Samartha used the approach of 

theocentric Christology. He proposed that there is no single Christology in the New 

Testament but only diverse Christologies. He therefore negated all attempts to 

propose only a single particular Christology as normative for the church. It was very 

clear to him that the pluralistic world is an interdependent world, and that this 

perspective was missing in Western theology.
106

 His approach was “Christology from 

below.” He said, “Any revised Christology that takes into account both the Christian 

experience of interreligious dialogue and Christian involvement in the political and 

social struggle for justice must start with the historic person and work of Jesus of 

Nazareth.”
107

 Samartha understood, however, that one of the difficulties of 

“Christology from above” in a religiously plural world is that it compromises the very 

basis for all monotheistic faiths. Other religions have difficulty understanding the 

claim that Jesus was God from the very beginning. For Samartha, faith cannot be 

imposed from above; doctrines and dogmas do not constitute belief. 
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He distinguished two kinds of Christology, which he compared with a helicopter on 

the one hand and a bullock cart on the other.
108

 The Christian mission always 

presented a Christology that, like a helicopter, landed on Asian soil with a great deal 

of noise and raised so much theological dust that it blocked the hearing and sight of 

those nearby. The voice of Jesus was blocked as well. But the Christology of the 

bullock cart type moved steadily forward at a slow pace, with the wheels steadily 

advancing on the unpaved roads of Asia. Combining this image with Pieris’ 

helicopter theory, it can be said that Christian missions tried to land a noisy helicopter 

that raised clouds of dust, resulting in an ineffectual landing. 

 

Samartha indicated that the monastic tradition was the starting point for Indian 

theology. His Christology is a theocentric Christology because, although he 

emphasizes the uniqueness of Jesus Christ, it is the connection with God that remains 

the primary focus. Jesus placed God atthe centre of his life and never claimed to be 

God the Father. Thus, Samartha avoided elevating Jesus to the status of God. He 

rejected any church creed that identified Jesus as God. In his view, God exists in 

religious beliefs, not their institutions. It is this that the faiths share. He said: 

 

Our concern is not with religious institutions, rituals and dogmas, but with 

the persistent longing for salvation, which finds expression in so many 

different ways.
109

 

 

The longing for salvation is a common theme in Asian religions. In the context of 

poverty and caste this longing reflects the hope that the devout can expect a more 

prosperous life that includes freedom from injustice awaits the devout. In the Hindu 

context, salvation means freedom from suffering, i.e., the cycle of life and death, or 

samsara. The highest phase of salvation is moksha, which is the final release from 

one’s worldly self. It is liberation. In India, liberation has a double meaning of being 

liberated from internal bonds and from external oppression in society. Liberation 

refers to the attempt to break the chains of oppression. 

 

Samartha denied that the suffering, death, and resurrection of Christ are “stumbling 

blocks” for Indians.
110

 The stumbling block for Indians is the Christian claim that 

God revealed Himself once and only once in Jesus. This claim isolated Christians 

from their neighbours of other faiths in India. Samartha criticized the Christian claim 

of the exclusive nature of God’s revelation. He felt that God revealed Himself not 

only through Jesus but also through other religions and contexts. 

 

Samartha began with Advaita, which is the Vedantic name for the doctrine of 

monism, one of the philosophical schools of Hinduism. Advaita asserts that “things” 

do not exist; there is only Brahman, the Ultimate Reality. Brahman is real, absolute 

reality; the physical world is unreal, an illusion or maya. Samartha used the concept 

of Advaita to show the historicity of Christ. The impermanence and transcience of 
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historical events do not belong, after all, to what is real, but are regarded as maya.
111

 

Consciousness will emerge only in Brahman. Samartha attempted to relate Christ to 

Brahman, the Ultimate Reality of the universe: Christology in India must be framed 

in relation to Brahman, the absolute form of divinity for Hindus. Brahman is the ruler 

and the Lord, creator of the universe. Christian theology in India should reflect on 

Jesus in this philosophical and religious context. As the Ultimate Reality of the 

universe, everything comes together in Christ: the cosmos and life, humanity and 

history. 

 

For Samartha, Jesus is divine because he is human and, at the same time, He is 

human because he is divine. Samartha points out that this does not deny the divinity 

of Christ as confessed by the believing community but rejects the notion that Jesus of 

Nazareth is ontologically the same as God. The wholeness of Christ is in his divinity 

and his humanity. Thus, Jesus is different from God. The ontological position that 

Jesus is the same as God does not reflect the wholeness of Christ. It is merely a 

general identification, whereas in many parts of the New Testament, Jesus refers to 

God and asks the disciples to look to God, not to him. At this point, Samartha argues 

that in India, Jesus should be presented in the wholeness of Christ. Christ transcends 

Christianity by His wholeness.
112

 This concept is important for Samartha because the 

Jesus that is presented simplyas a prophet, guru, or healer cannot move beyond 

Christianity. Samartha tried to conceive of Jesus within the Advaita framework, i.e., 

non-duality merging the divine and the human. 

 

4.3.2. Jung Young Lee 

Jung Young Lee is a North Korean theologian who taught at the University of South 

Dakota and Drew University, United States. He was born in 1935 and earned his 

doctoral degree from Boston University. 

 

In the past, he stated that the Christian faith has been almost exclusively conveyed 

through the medium of Hellenistic thinking.
113

 If Christianity has a universal meaning 

for humankind throughout history, it must be capable of being expressed globally. 

Young Lee developed a Christology from the perspective of Taoism and 

Confucianism. He presented Jesus Christ within a full and total sense of Taoism as he 

wanted to preserve the cultural identity of Taoism while witnessing to Jesus Christ in 

this cultural identity. He used the ideas of yin and yang to reinterpret the Christian 

concept of God. 

 

The concepts of yin and yang are found in the Book of Changes, or I Ching, one of 

the oldest classical texts in China. It contains Asian scientific and metaphysical 

principles and became the intellectual foundation of Taoism and Neo-Confucianism. 

The central theme is “change” or I, which is the ultimate reality of all things.
114

 The 

Book of Changes views the world as being in constant flux, a continuously 

procreative organism.
115

 The world is not static and complete–it is constantly 
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evolving because change occurs in all things. Yin and yang complement and balance 

each other throughout the entire universe. Yin is a dark principle, feminine, receptive, 

and passive, while yang is a light principle, masculine, creative, and active. The sun 

represents a great yang and the moon represents a great yin. Yin and yang are opposite 

each other but complementary. Yin and yang are the cardinal principles of all 

existence. Without yin and yang, nothing exists and there could be no change. 

 

Young Lee commenced his argument with the premise of God as the Creator of the 

universe. God’s act of creation did not end with the formation of the world but 

continues to the present day. The process of creation is ongoing. Jesus represents the 

pivotal point in the entire creation process. Thus, Jesus is not God, the creator of the 

universe, but He is a part of God’s work. As the Creator, God is the source of 

creativity and the source of all, while Jesus is only what is manifested of God.
116

 At 

this point, Young Lee criticizes the doctrine of the Trinity, which identifies Jesus 

with God the Father and the creator of the universe. This is the central creed in the 

doctrine of the Trinity as reflected in the history of the Christian tradition.
117

 For 

Young Lee, “the Trinity is a symbol that points to God Himself, although, we must 

admit, this symbol may not be the best and certainly is not the only one.”
118

 This 

position shows his preference for the theocentric perspective. Young Lee then points 

out that Jesus is not God the Father: Jesus reveals the identity of God the Father, but 

he does not assumes the Father’s place. Jesus is not equal with his Father who sent 

him to do his work. 

 

Young Lee’s argument that Jesus is not God the Father and the creator of the universe 

is the foundation for his understanding of Jesus within the framework of yin and 

yang. As the pivot point of the creation process, Jesus is the perfect embodiment of 

both yin and yang. Young Lee, according to the story of creation in Genesis and the 

first five verses of the fourth gospel, states that Jesus was the dynamic force that 

changed and produced new life and new possibilities. Jesus as the Word was linked to 

the story of creation atthe beginning of the development of Christology. Young Lee 

put Jesus in the flux of change, of creation. The Word becomes the power of the 

creative process, the process of change. 

 

The perspective of yin and yang also appears in Young Lee’s view of the divinity and 

humanity of Christ and the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ. As the primordial 

origin of the creative process, Christ is also both divine and human. The relationship 

of Jesus’ divinity and humanity is like the relationship of yin and yang. The divinity 

of Jesus cannot exist without his humanity. He represents the perfect equilibrium, as 

does Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection. Crucifixion and resurrection represent the 

matrices of all change, such as winter and spring, and evening and morning. 

Crucifixion and resurrection are yin and yang.
119

 Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection 
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are symbols of the renewing process of change. They represent God’s participation in 

the suffering world and point to the transcendence and immanence of God. God’s 

transcendence, or incarnation, in Jesus Christ is the perfect example of His empathy. 

 

Therefore, sin is the unwillingness to change. Young Lee described sin as nostalgia, 

which is usually defined as longing for the past. The atonement indicates the option 

for change. “Following Christ” means following the process of change empowered by 

him. When Jesus said, “I am the Way,” he was referring to this way of change.
120

 By 

calling the disciples, Jesus asked them to be one with that change. In the process of 

change, the disciples cannot look back even to bury their loved ones. Jesus is yang, 

and the disciples and humankind are yin. It is yang’s function to act and initiate, 

while it is yin’s to respond and follow.
121

 

 

5. Special Case: Christology in a Muslim Context in Pakistan 

5.1. The General Context of Pakistan 

Pakistan was chosen for this study for several reasons. The first is because Pakistan 

has the second largest Muslim population in the world after Indonesia. As the second 

most populous Muslim country, Pakistan has the world’s attention because of radical 

Islam and terrorism. Second, Pakistan has several Christian theologians who have 

dedicated themselves to interreligious dialogue, especially in the area of Christology 

and have published their work. In a country that is ruled by shari’a (Islamic law), 

they promote Christ. 

 

Pakistan was established as a separate state on the Indian subcontinent in 1947, as a 

result of the two-nation declaration. During the preparations for independence, 

Hindus and Muslims in the British colony of India expressed a preference for two 

separate nations based on religious majorities: Hindus formed the majority population 

of India, while Muslims formed that of Pakistan. The Pakistani people include several 

ethnic groups: Punjabi, Sindhi, Pushtun, Baloch, Muhajir (i.e., Urdu-speaking 

immigrants from India and their descendants), Saraiki, and Hazara.
122

 The official 

language is Urdu, but it is spoken by only 8% of the population. The majority of the 

population speak Punjabi (48%). In June 2010, the total of population was 173.5 

million, of whom 97% are Muslim, with the remaining portion divided between 

Christianity (1.59%), and Hinduism and Buddhism (1.60%).
123

 

 

Islam was brought to the western region of the Indian subcontinent initially by 

invaders and itinerant Sufi mystics. The first invader was Muhammad Ibn al Quasim 

in the 8
th

 century. The flexible nature of Sufism helped Islam adapt to the local 

culture and faith and carved an easy path for native Hindus to convert to Islam. 

 

Muhammad Iqbal and Muhammad Ali Jinnah, Pakistan’s founders never envisaged 

the country as a theocratic Islamic state. They conceived of Pakistan as a secular 
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country based on ethical Islamic principles. In its first constitution in 1956, however, 

the new state called itself the Islamic Republic of Pakistan. In 1973, Islam was 

declared to be the state religion. The president and prime minister were required to be 

Muslims and they had the authority to require that the Qur’an and the Sunnah be 

taught throughout the country. 

 

The Islamization of Pakistan reached its peak during the administration of 

Muhammad Zia Ul Haq, from 1977 to 1988. When Zia assumed power in Pakistan, 

he placed the country under martial law. The Supreme Court validated this decree in 

1977. Under martial law, he invited a group of Muslim ulamas (traditional Muslim 

leaders/scholars) to join the government, an act that bolstered the concept of an 

Islamic state. The parliament consisted not only of elected representatives but also of 

ulamas. He also added a clause to the constitution to the effect that “the state shall 

enact laws to protect the ideology, solidarity and integrity of Pakistan as an Islamic 

State.”
124

 The encouragement for solidarity and integrity as an Islamic state appears 

to exclude minority faiths. This addendum to the constitution provided a strong base 

for Islamization in other public arenas, such as education, the economy, mass media, 

and the judicial system. 

 

Some problems arise in Christian-Muslim relations in Pakistan when the Muslim 

community identifies Christianity with the former colonial regime (Britain) or with 

the West, thus inducing some hostility against Christians. 
125

 Dialogue between 

Christians and Muslims is needed in Pakistan. Charles Amjad-Ali states: “If we are to 

develop a truly relevant Pakistani theology and mission and evangelism, we will have 

to see the task of witnessing to Jesus Christ in the suffering and hope of all the people 

in Pakistan at a very meaningful and significant level and not just as a target for 

conversion.”
126

 He realized that conversion shouldnot be an objective of the Christian 

mission. What the Christians in Pakistan must do is present Christianity within the 

framework of the indigenous culture. The Christian leaders should take the 

indigenization of the church and worship seriously. 

 

There have been several attempts to improve interreligious relations. The former 

Prime Minister, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, established a Ministry for Religious and 

Minority Affairs.
127

 The aims of the Ministry are to safeguard the constitutional rights 

and welfare of minorities and to pioneer dialogue between religions. The Christian 

Study Centre was established in Rawalpindi in 1968 to promote understanding 

between Christians and Muslims. It provides resources for the study and research of 

both Islam and Christianity.
128

 But some Muslims are suspicious of the Christian 

initiative for dialogue, however. Theodore Gabriel stated that dialogue is sometimes 

rejected because of suspicions that there is an underlying missionary purpose.
129
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Nevertheless, it is Christians who initiate and desire dialogue because they are the 

minority and, consequently, in a more vulnerable position. 

 

The small Pakistani Christian community feels increasingly insecure in a society 

where Islamization is stressed, and a ghetto mentality is widely prevalent. Similarly, 

for understandable economic and psychological reasons, the majority community is 

viewed with considerable ambivalence. Although friendships and cooperation with 

Muslims are maintained and nurtured, a defensive or polemical attitude towards Islam 

can be found in various churches.
130

 

 

In 1983, Pakistani theologians, clergy, and lay members of various Pakistani churches 

participated in a discussion on “Christology in an Islamic Context.”
131

 The 

participants agreed that there was a need to reformulate the basic Christian mystery 

about Christ in a Pakistani Islamic context and that the attemptto reformulate was 

being shaped by other Asian religions and the needs of the masses. This 

reformulation was needed to help Christians in Pakistan. It should not change the 

basic message of the New Testament about Christ. But there was a disagreement 

amongst the participants about the value of the Patristic doctrine about Christ. Some 

felt that to ignore the Patristic doctrine would entail a great loss of a valuable 

Christian doctrine about Christ. This disagreement reflected a polarization between 

conservative and progressive groups. Michael Nazir Ali, a Pakistani theologian, 

reminded his colleagues in Pakistan that Christian and Islamic theologies share many 

cultural forms, systems of thought, and beliefs.
132

 These shared forms and beliefs 

create an opportunity for a dialogue between Christians and Muslims. 

 

5.2. David Emmanuel Singh 

In the Indian and Pakistani Islamic context David Emmanuel Singh proposed the idea 

of Jesus as the “Perfect Man.”
133

 The concept of the Perfect Man can be found in 

Islamic mysticism and refers to someone who embodies both the qualities of 

goodness and mercy and relation to God. Relation refers to the idea of the Spirit that 

God breathes into humanity. This Spirit of God and the Perfect Man, Al-Jamal, is 

equivalent to the term, “God for us.” Thus, the Perfect Man is someone who has 

realized all the possibilities of being within himself and embodies cosmic power. 

Hence, the Perfect Man is the actual Creator of all beings; he is the model of 

perfection and source of knowledge for all “perfect men.” He is the model for 

everybody and is God’s medium through which God becomes known and made 

manifest to humankind. Mohammad Iqbal describes the “Perfect Man” as “the crown 

of creation.”
134

 The Perfect Man can be understood in the light of the incarnation. The 

incarnation is a crucial point for Christology in the context of Islam. Michael Nazir 

Ali reminds us that the task of Christology in an Islamic context lies in explaining the 
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incarnation.
135

 In Indonesia, in the last decades of the 19
th

 century, Paulus Tosari in 

East Java used the Islamic concept of the Perfect Man and described Jesus as janma 

sampurna, a perfect man.
136

 

 

Singh builds on the concepts introduced by Ibn Al’Arabi, the greatest Sufi master 

from the 12
th

 century. According to Al’Arabi, humans are the link that connects the 

unmanifested the Divine.
137

 Humans are the “crown” of creation. There is no king 

without a crown. The crown is a symbol of the king’s position; it signifies the king. 

Humans not only incorporate the cosmos but also mirror or point to God. Al’Arabi 

referred to Adam as the first and archetypical human: he was created in God’s form, 

as are all other humans. 

 

Humans are linked with spiritual reality. This is the essential nature of humans; they 

have the ability to “imagine” spiritual reality and in this way correspond with the 

Divine. 

 

Jesus’ coming into being is the supreme example of the highest order of the 

relationship between the Spirit and humans. The combination of the miracle of Jesus’ 

birth and His life express the unity of the Divine with humanity. This is the 

uniqueness of Jesus. For Singh, Jesus is more than just a specific unit of creation; He 

is the embodiment of the Divine Word, that came from Gabriel who blew the Spirit 

into him. By virtue of being in a special relation to God, Jesus is intrinsically all-

comprehensive in the knowledge of God, and able to guide humans throughout 

history. He is the Perfect Man. 

 

5.3. Michael Nazir-Ali 

Michael Nazir-Ali is an Anglican pastor in Pakistan. He grew up in that country and 

was educated at the University of Cambridge. Faced with the Islamic challenge to 

Pakistani Christology, Nazir-Ali criticized the tendencies of conducting Christology 

in the context of Islam.
138

 The first tendency is rooted in the Trinity, in which God is 

said to have three facets, of which Jesus is one. This is used to explain the divinity of 

Christ in the context of Islam. For Nazir-Ali, this tendency resembles modalism, 

which was proposed by Sabellius. The second tendency concerns the figure of Jesus. 

It claims that Jesus was an ordinary human being who was raised to divinity. 

NazirAli looked at preaching in Pakistan that generally claimed that in the crucifixion 

the human Jesus suffered on the cross and his divinity abandoned him to preserve 

divine impassibility. For Nazir-Ali, this tendency denied the important truth that God 

has suffered for us in Christ and that He surrendered His transcendence and 

omnipotence so that He could identify with us in our weakness, poverty, and death. 

The second tendency has been used in conjunction with Islamic theology with respect 
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to the impassibility of God. Both of these tendencies do not articulate the truth about 

the Christian faith and tend to corrupt some basic Christian theological propositions. 

 

Nazir-Ali recommended using terms similar to those used by Muslims as a point of 

departure when talking about Jesus to Muslims, such as Jesus as the “Word of God” 

or the “Sign of God.” Most of the titles used for Jesus in the Qur’an are acceptable to 

Muslims. For that reason, Nazir-Ali preferred three terms for Jesus: the “Sent One,” 

the “Spirit of God,” and the “Word of God.” These terms bridged the gulf of 

understanding between Islamic theology and Christian theology. In addition to these 

terms, the most important task for Christian theology in the context of Islam is to 

define the ethical teachings of Jesus in the context of everyday Christian life, 

particularly when surrounded by Muslims. 

 

Nazir-Ali perceives the Eucharistic liturgy as central to the expression of the 

Christian faith.
139

 Liturgy is a central part not only of worship but also of witnessing. 

Liturgy can be an act of witness and even proclamation. The Eucharist proclaims the 

identity of Jesus and in the ancient church, the Eucharist liturgy was developed to 

commemorate the sacrifice of Jesus. Nazir-Ali argues that, in the context of Islam, the 

Eucharist is an important tool forproclaiming the identity of Jesus. Muslims can see 

the practice of the Christian faith commemorating Jesus’ sacrifice. The purpose of 

perceiving the Eucharist as a way of confessing Jesus in the Muslim world is to 

reaffirm the proclamation of Jesus. 

 

5.4. Charles Amjad-Ali 

Charles Amjad-Ali was the Director of the Christian Study Centre in Rawalpindi, 

Pakistan, for many years. He is an ordained Anglican pastor and currently teaches in 

the United States. 

 

Amjad-Ali not only comprehends the religious plurality of Pakistan, he also 

understands the adoption of the theological epistemology of Western theologians, 

which is, religiously speaking, within a homogenous environment. In Pakistan, and in 

Asiagenerally, theological epistemology should be based on religious plurality. The 

context of pluralism as the basis of Christian theology was lost for many decades in 

Pakistan. Theologians in Asia need toshed the theological epistemology of Western 

theologians and take religious pluralism into account. But Amjad-Ali stresses not 

only the context of plurality but also politics, economics, dialogue, and criticism.
140

 

The entire context of Pakistan must be considered the foundational basis for 

contextual theology. 

 

According to Amjad-Ali, in the context of Islam in Pakistan, Pakistani theologians 

tended to focus only on the notion of Jesus Christ’s divinity while ignoring His 

humanity.
141

 But this can be understood as an effort to emphasize the superiority of 

Christ to the Pakistanis. He suggested following the Chalcedonian creed that Jesus is 
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both God and human faithfully. The Chalcedonian creed provides a strong conception 

of how Christ must be proclaimed. The doctrine of Christ, which witnesses to both 

the divinity and humanity of Jesus, was based on the experiences of Jesus’ disciples. 

In the context of Islam in Pakistan, Christians should base their statement of faith on 

God’s incarnation in Jesus. This is the foundation ofthe conception of the divinity and 

humanity of Jesus. 

 

Presenting another perspective, Christine Amjad-Ali, Charles Amjad-Ali’s wife and 

also a Pakistani theologian, suggested that the topic of Christ’s divinity be a standard 

topic in presentations on the relationship between Christianity and Islam. This topic is 

a sensitive one in the dialogue between the two religions. For Christine Amjad-Ali, it 

is important for Christians to understand the Islamic rejection of Christ’s divinity and 

to maintain the ability to proclaim that Jesus is God.
142

 The strong rejection of 

Christ’s divinity by Ahmad Deedad, a Pakistani Muslim theologian, prompted 

Christine Amjad-Ali to write an article attempting to convince Pakistani Christians 

about the divinity of Christ. In her article, however, she acknowledged that the 

acceptance of Christ’s divinity was just for Christians. Thus, we can understand the 

perspective that tends to focus on the divinity of Christ rather than his humanity. 

 

5.5. Alexander Malik 

Alexander Malik was a moderator of the Church of Pakistan and a bishop of the 

Anglican Church in Pakistan. He advocates Christian-Muslim dialogue. For Malik, 

confessing Christ in the context of Islam is not easy since Muslims have their own 

view of Christ based on the Qur’an. Christians’ efforts to convince Muslims about 

Jesus as Christ that refer only to the Bible or the Christian creed will fail. 

 

Malik notes that, in the context of Islamic society, Christians have two options in 

talking about Jesus.
143

 First, they can confess Jesus strictly according to the Bible. 

Muslims will reject this first option because, in the Islamic perspective, the Bible has 

been corrupted and the conversation will become adebate in apologetics. The second 

option is to base the discussion of Jesus as he is portrayed in the Qur’an by quoting 

references in the Qur’an and interpreting them from a Christian point of view. Malik 

is aware, however, that the second option’s importance is just to give the Christians 

some confidence. It will not make significant changes in the real divide between 

Christians and Muslims. 

 

Confessing Christ in the context of Islam means that Christology must be developed 

within an Islamic socioreligious-cultural situation.
144

 Interpreting selected references 

from the Qur’an is not adequate. For Malik, the first step of the conversation should 

be about God, not about Christ or Muhammad. All terms about Jesus that offend the 

Muslims must be removed. Malik’s approach is similar to the theocentric Christology 

that begins with God. The second step of the conversation concerns the rediscovered 

Jesus in the Bible. Malik says that all Christian doctrine about Christ was the result of 

the Christological debate about Jesus and that the real Jesus is hidden behind the 

                                                           
 
142

Christine Amjad-Ali, “The Divinity of Christ: A New Testament Perspective,”Al-Mushir 30(1988), 

p. 76 (75-86). 
143

Alexander Malik, “Confessing Christ in the Islamic Context,” in The Asian Faces of Jesus, 

Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 7
th

 printing, 2004, p. 78. 
144

Malik, “Confessing Christ in the Islamic Context,” p. 79. 



44 

 

Christological debate. Malik tries to reinterpret the doctrine of Christ based on a new 

interpretation of the Bible. An image of Jesus that arises from a reinterpretation of the 

Bible should be expressed in the context of the Muslim socioreligious cultural 

situation. 

 

Malik uses the experience of Sidharta Gautama to explain Jesus as the Son of God in 

the context of Islam.
145

 Sidharta Gautama was a prince but gave up his throne and 

meditated under a banyan tree. Everyone who saw him under the banyan tree thought 

he was a faqir, a mendicant monk who is regarded as a holy man, even though he 

was, in fact, a prince. Thus it is with Jesus who in this earthly life is called the “Son 

of God” to express the fact that God revealed Himself in Jesus. 

 

Malik also uses the concept of the Greatness of God in Islam (Allah hu Akbar), 

especially to explain several Christian creeds. First, it explains the birth of Jesus. God 

created Adam from dust, without a father and mother. He was created by the 

Greatness of God. Similarly, Jesus was born of the Greatness of God. Second, it 

explains the image of the Cross. Christ’s death and resurrection represented the 

Greatness of God. Islamic theology sees the suffering of a prophet as contradicting 

the Greatness of God, and that is why, in their eyes, the death of Jesus denies the 

Greatness of God. Christians explain that the death and resurrection were a 

confirmation of the Greatness of God. Both death and resurrection are the greatest 

works of God. Malik shifts the Muslims’ “stumbling block”of the suffering and death 

of Jesus to the Greatness of God. Christ’s death and resurrection are confessed within 

the Greatness of God. Third, it explains the meaning of “God with us” or Emmanuel. 

Malik says, “The Greatness of God in becoming human in the life of Jesus Christ has 

to be communicated in all circumstances through the resurrected lives of the 

believers.”
146

 

 

6. Special Case: Christology in a Muslim Context in Malaysia 

6.1. General Context of Malaysia 

Malaysia was chosen for this study for several reasons. The first is that Malaysia is 

the Islamic country that is geographically closest to Indonesia. Indonesia and 

Malaysia are the largest Muslim countries in Southeast Asia. Second, Malaysia and 

Indonesia have similar cultures, and their national languages have similar roots. In 

Malaysia, not many Christian theologians publish theological reflections on Christ in 

the context of Islam, but we can still find several Christian theologians who are 

working in the area of Christology. 

 

Malaysia is a pluralist society with a population of about 23 million (according to the 

census in 2000).
147

 Of 23 million people, 60.4% are Muslim, 21.8% follow a Chinese 

religion or Buddhism, 9.1% are Christian, and 6.3% are Hindu. The population is 

multiethnic, multireligious, and has four dominant linguistic groups. The Malays 

constitute 54% of the population, while the Chinese, Indians, and other ethnic groups 

are, respectively, 34%, 10%, and 1%. Each community maintains its own identity. 

Malaysia is an Islamic country in which Islamic law (shari’a) is the legal foundation 

of the state. Because almost half of the population isnot Muslim, the government 

                                                           
 
145

Ibid., p. 81. 
146

Ibid.,p. 83. 
147

http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2002/13899.htm, accessed on October2, 2009. 

http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2002/13899.htm


45 

 

must protect the presence of Islam. Its primary attempts have been to provide Islamic 

community services, such as an international Islamic university, Islamic banks, 

Islamic insurance, and Islamic educational programs.  

 

Islam is the essence of Malay identity; it is the crux and the core of the culture. 

According to Batulamai Sadayandy, the terms “Malay” and “Muslim” are essentially 

synonymous.
148

 Bert Beiner, however, explains that the word “Malay” refers to the 

geographical area around the Malay peninsula, as well as the people who live in that 

area and call themselves orang Melayu.
149

 In Malaysia, the legal definition of 

“Malay” includes adherence to Islam, so the Malays are constitutionally defined as 

those who embrace Islam and practice Malay customs.
150

 Hence, individuals are 

restricted in their choice of religion. Although it is constitutionally possible to convert 

to another religion, in practice, it is virtually impossible because of shari’a law. 

According to shari’a law, a Malay who converts to another religion is no longer 

recognized as Malay. Thus, the Christian community is limited to the non-Malay 

population with new converts from the Indian and Chinese segments of the 

population. The Malays are separated religiously and socially and are politically and 

economically protected by special rights for their political and social benefit. 

 

The primary vehicles for Islamization in Southeast Asia, far from being those of 

conquest or force, were largely adjunct to relatively peaceful activities of trade and 

scholarship.
151

 Trade attracted many Southeast Asian kings and rulers, while also 

preparing accommodations for accompanying scholars and teachers, many of whom 

established new religious schools. Islamization in Malaysia began in the 14
th

 century 

when the Sufis began to teach the Malays. The Muslim religious leaders represented a 

new religious authority conferred them by the Malay rulers, establishing a religious 

hierarchy with the sultan or raja at the top and the villagers at the bottom. This system 

represented a powerful means of political and economic control.
152

 Two centuries 

later, Europeans arrived in Malacca and destroyed the power of the sultan of 

Malacca. The arrival of the Jesuit mission in Malacca was not successful in attracting 

Malays to convert to Christianity, not only because the Portuguese raped local 

women and forced them into sexual servitude but also because they crusaded 

violently against Muslims. The dismissive attitude of the Portuguese towards Islam 

repelled the Malays from any interest in Christianity. 
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Rooted in a history of antagonistic encounters and based on the contemporary legal 

status of Malaysia as an Islamic state, the two religious communities have become 

alienated from each other. Jerker Alf, a social analyst from Sweden, quoted a local 

scholar who stated that political, socioeconomic, cultural, and theological factors 

have combined to polarize Muslims and Christians into mutually antagonistic 

communities. Since the 1970s, there has been a clear tendency to emphasize ethnicity 

in politics.
153

 As shown above, ethnicity in Malaysia implies religiosity; ethnic 

Malays are Muslim and the other ethnic groups profess other religions. 

 

The Christian community in Malaysia can generally be grouped into three different 

categories: the Roman Catholic Church that comprises half of the Christian 

population, the mainline Protestant churches (Presbyterian, Anglican, Methodist, etc.) 

who are joint members of the Council of Churches of Malaysia (CCM), and the 

evangelical and charismatic churches, the majority of whom form the National 

Evangelical Christian Fellowship (NECF).
154

 Existing in the context of Islamic law, 

most of the Christian churches are concerned primarily with defending their rights as 

a minority and making a common stand against Islamic law. For this reason, the 

attempts at dialogue have been ignored. Apparently, interreligious dialogue is not an 

important agenda for either Muslims or Christians. Alf reported, however, that there 

are at least two different venues for official dialogue: a research centre for Islamic 

learning and the non-government organization (NGO) sector.
155

 Christians do 

participate in meetings and seminars held at various Islamic institutions. Some 

NGOs, both Muslim and Christian, work together in addressing social and political 

issues. For example, the Sisters in Islam, a Muslim NGO, and a group of feminist 

Christian theologians held a joint workshop on sexuality and women’s rights in the 

context of Islamic law. 

 

Non-Muslim religions have an organization called the Malaysia Consultative Council 

of Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, and Sikhism (MCCBCHS). The MCCBCHS 

was formed out of the concern about religious harmony and dialogue in Malaysia. 

The Council holds interreligious seminars, publishes pamphlets and leaflets, and 

keeps in contact with the authorities. MCCBCHS invited Muslim organizations to 

join, but none were interested. 

 

6.2. Batumalai Sadayandy: Jesus as an Intercessor 

Batumalai Sadayandy, a convert from Hinduism, is an Anglican pastor who teaches at 

Seminari Theoloji Malaysia in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. He wrote his dissertation at 

the University of Birmingham on Christology in the context of a Muslim 

neighbourhood in Malaysia. The context of Islam and its theology challenged 

Sadayandy to reread the Christian scriptures and doctrine in order to build fellowship 

and friendship. He stated briefly: 

 

For our missionary witness, prophetic theology, understood within the 

Judaeo Christian context, needs to be introduced in the Islamic context, 

that of Malaysia. Though Islam has much in common with Christianity (cf. 
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the Abrahamic faith) compared to other non-Christian religions, the 

challenge lies in the way Malaysian Christians witness to God and serve 

him for the good of all citizens.
156

 

 

For Sadayandy, God is our neighbour who came in Christ for all neighbours.
157

 The 

concept of “neighbour” in Asia is not just someone who lives in our neighbourhood. 

For Asians, neighbours maintain close relationships, sometimes closer than relatives, 

as they are the ones who will be asked for help in the event of an emergency. God as 

our neighbour is thusGod who is close to us; He lives next door. 

 

Considering carefully the context of Islam in Malaysia, Sadayandy presents Jesus in 

three steps: first, he studied the theology of Karl Barth and Kosuke Koyama; second, 

he studied Islamic theology on Jesus; and, third, he proposed a specific image of 

Jesus. From Barth’s theology he learned how Jesus is understood as a prophet and 

what his prophecy is. From Koyama, he learned how contextual theology is needed in 

the context of contemporary Christian theology, especially in Asia. Theology needs 

to listen to our “neighbours.” He concluded that Christian doctrine and the church 

should acknowledge Jesus as both a prophet and intercessor. He then listened 

seriously to how Islam comprehends Jesus in the Qur’an. 

 

The Qur’an emphasizes the role of Jesus as a prophet. In the Muslim tradition, Jesus 

is recognized as one of the major prophets from amongst 142,000 prophets. Of the 28 

prophets named in the Qur’an, six were dignified with special titles. The six prophets 

are Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad. Three of these six 

dignified prophets were known as intercessors between God and humanity: Abraham, 

Jesus, and Muhammad. The Qur’an does not emphasize the role of intercessor, 

however, becauseGod does not actually need an intercessor. There is only a need to 

focus on people’s obedience to and dependence on God. 

 

Sadayandy then developed the image of Jesus as an intercessor.
158

 The Arabic term is 

shafa’ah. The role of an intercessor is that, as God’s prophet, witness, and sign, he 

reminds people to submit to God’s will. He acts with God’s permission. In other 

words, Jesus is God’s spokesperson to the people.
159

 Although, the Qur’an does not 

implicitly call Jesus an intercessor, this role cannot be denied. His role as prophet is 

identical with that of intercessor. As a prophet, he asks forgiveness for the people. 

Jesus’ role as intercessor as understood in the context of Islam in Malaysia has a 

different meaning from that of intercessor in the New Testament. Sadayandy 

acknowledges this difference. In the New Testament, Jesus’ role as intercessor is 

reflected in two important actions: first, in his prayer for the disciples and humankind 

and, second, in his sacrificing himself for the atonement of humanity. Both of these 

actions invited people to come to God and to become members of God’s community. 

Although the first action is still connected with the role of the prophet in the Qur’an, 
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the second action is not recognized by Islamic theology. In prophetic Christology, 

Christians in Malaysia invite their Muslim neighbours to understand Jesus. 

 

6.3. Ng Kam Weng 

Ng Kam Weng is a Malaysian theologian who received his doctoral degree from the 

University of Cambridge in the United Kingdom. He lectured at the Malaysian Bible 

Seminary from 1989 to 1992 and is presently Research Director of Kairos Research 

Centre. His writings focus on developing more realistic attitudes among Christians 

towards Islamization, along with strategies for social engagement in society and 

church-state relations.
160

 

 

Unlike Sadayandy, Kam Weng is more insistent on the divinity of Jesus in the 

context of Islam in Malaysia, especially in answer to Muslim questions. His writings 

address some of the objections from Islamic theology regarding Jesus. He explicitly 

asks Muslims to reconsider their position about Jesus. He writes: “The discussion 

about the prophetic vocation of Jesus can be an opportunity to nudge Muslims to 

reconsider whether their understanding of Jesus is prematurely truncate.”
161

 Although 

Islamic theology does not deny Jesus’ role as a prophet, it does not recognize the 

divinity of Christ. For Kam Weng, the divinity of Christ is the foundation of 

Christian faith, thus Muslims must understand it. Jesus Christ is the decisive personal 

revelation of God. Nonetheless, in trying to construct a mutual understanding for 

dialogue between Christians and Muslims in Malaysia, he finds difficulty especially 

in attemptingto convince his dialogue partner to appreciate the full stature of Jesus.
162

 

“Convincing” in an interfaith dialogue is difficult. If the aim of Kam Weng’s 

dialogue is to convince Muslims theologians to appreciate the full stature of Jesus, 

then this aim is unachievable. It would be the equivalent of Muslim theologians 

trying to convince Christian theologians that Jesus prophesied the coming of 

Muhammad in the Bible. 

 

He stated that both the Qur’an and the Bible accept Jesus as a prophet. But Jesus is 

not like any other prophet. Jesus confirmed his prophecies with his words and 

miraculous deeds. The miracles of Jesus provided evidence, but they could not by 

themselves sustain the moral-spiritual transformation demanded by Jesus. 

Considering His ministry and His moral experience and spiritual power, Jesus was 

more than a prophet. For Kam Weng, in the context of Islam in Malaysia, Christians 

could propose Jesus as a prophet who was different from the other prophets. 

 

In regard to salvation, Kam Weng insists that salvation is possible only in the name 

of Christ. It is the fundamental affirmation on which Christians cannot 

compromise.
163

 He concurs with the view of Leslie Newbigin, who stated that “to 

affirm the unique decisiveness of God’s action in Jesus Christ is not arrogance; it is 
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the enduring bulwark against the arrogance of every culture to be itself the criterion 

by which others are judged.”
164

 For that reason, in the context of dialogue and 

especially Muslims in Malaysia, Kam Weng tried to convince Christians to be 

consistent in their faith and testimony. They cannot compromise this fundamental 

affirmation. Kam Weng’s conviction could be understood in the context of Islamic 

law in Malaysia. It would be easier for the church to fall back into absolutism 

regarding confession rather than to engage in dialogue. Kam Weng holds, however, 

that the Christian’s confession of Jesus as Lord does not involve any attempt to deny 

the reality of the work of God among adherents of other religions. God is still present 

in the other religions, but salvation is only through Jesus Christ. Christians must 

adopt a posture of humility and generosity towards non-Christians. Religious 

encounters require mutual respect and acceptance. 

 

Dialogue among religions requires tolerance. But tolerance does not mean 

abandoning one’s fundamental beliefs. That is why Kam Weng distinguished 

between “legal tolerance” and “intellectual tolerance.”
165

 Legal tolerance is a formal 

recognition of each individual’s inalienable right to choose and practise his religion. 

It is a fundamental human right. On the other hand, intellectual tolerance is related to 

how one should judge other beliefs. With an attitude of intellectual tolerance, one 

should feel free to criticize other beliefs. He said, “I can only speak on behalf of my 

own Christian beliefs and offer a Christian evaluation of the other religions.”
166

 Later, 

he reflected on the other religions, specifically Islam in Malaysia, in the light of 

revelation in Christ. 

 

7. Concluding Remarks 

The Asian context shapes and influences Christian theology in Indonesia including 

Christology. Thus, understanding the context of Asia is important for the research 

especially on how Asian Christian theologians have processed creatively the 

encounter between the faith in Jesus and the local context.   

 

The openness of Asian traditions requires theology to be open to its particular social 

and cultural context to create a total comprehension of Christ. Many Asian 

theologians understand that theology always means “contextual theology,” i.e., 

theology that is shaped by a particular context and based on the biblical message. It is 

a part of – following Choan Seng-Song – “people’s hermeneutics.” Asian theologians 

emphasize the need to tell the story of Jesus in the context of the stories of Asian 

people. It needs a new hermeneutical approach. Robert J. Schreiter comments that 

“the center of the Christian message is not a proposition, but a narrative: the story of 

the passion, death and resurrection of Jesus.”
167

 People experience this religious story 

through their own stories. Pieris realized that Asian people were confused by Western 

propositions, and thus the story of Jesus retreated into the background. Hans de Wit 

reported in his research that, when reading Bible stories, people shared their own 
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stories and experiences in search of new identities.
168

 Thus, the stories of the Bible 

and those of the people were bound together. The increasing awareness of contextual 

Christology in Asia is necessary in relation to the calling of the Christian faith. To 

conduct Christology in Asia means to witness Christ in the times and cultures of 

Asians. It is part of Asian stories. 

 

Responses to the contexts as a calling of faith are varied. Theologians in Pakistan and 

Malaysia show openness to other religions – in these cases, Islam – with the tendency 

to fortify and defend the theology of Christ’s divinity. Kam Weng asks Muslims in 

Malaysia to reconsider their understanding of Jesus. He insists that the divinity of 

Christ is a central creed of Christianity that Islamic theology has to take into account. 

Interreligious dialogue works simultaneously with the need to strengthen Christian 

doctrine. Some theologians use the terms or languages that are used by the majority. 

For example, Taoism and Confucianism are dominant in Chinese culture, and, for 

that reason, Choan Seng-Song uses Taoist and Confucian philosophical propositions 

to reflect the Christian faith, especially with respect to Jesus. Similarly, Aloysius 

Pieris uses the philosophical background of Buddhism. Considering the sensitivity of 

Christology in the context of Islamic theology, Sadayandy from Malaysia and some 

Pakistani theologians articulate their Christology carefully. They realize that there is a 

restriction amongst Muslims concerning Jesus and, on the other hand, Christians have 

their own restrictions. If they overstep the restrictions, they risk being rejected by 

both sides. Hence, they move carefully to arrive at terms that are acceptable to both 

sides. This is the creative process of doing theology. 

 

There are various, rich images for Jesus in Asia. Renewed reflection on the meaning 

of Jesus in Asia is an ongoing activity. In the following chapters, I will elaborate on 

Christology in the context of Muslims in Indonesia. Again, I emphasize that 

Indonesian Christology is part of Asian Christology. 
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CHAPTER II 

GENERAL OVERVIEW OF THE INDONESIAN CONTEXT 

 

 

1.Introduction 

Indonesia has the fourth highest population in the world, with a multiracial, 

multireligious, multilingual, and multicultural society distributed over more than 

17,000 islands. According to the results of the 2010 census conducted by the 

Indonesian government, Indonesia’s population totals 237.6 million people.1 More 

than half (58%) of the total population lives on the island of Java, while 21% live on 

Sumatra. Papua has the smallest population, only 3%, although it is the second largest 

island after Kalimantan, and is more than three times the size of Java. Because of its 

high population and population density, there is more development on Java than on 

the other islands. Meanwhile, the benefits of development attract people from other 

islands to Java. The gap between Java and the outer islands, which began in the early 

1800s with the colonial Dutch policy of concentrating their resources on Java,
2
 is 

increasing. 

 

To address the imbalance in population between Java and the other islands, the 

Indonesian government implemented a programme of “transmigration,” in which 

families were moved from densely populated areas, especially on Java to the other 

islands, such as Sumatra, Kalimantan, Sulawesi, and Papua. Unfortunately, in several 

places, conflicts flared up between transmigrants and local people because of cultural 

differences and the feelings of the local people that the transmigration program 

created an unfair situation for them. The government provides each transmigrant 

family with 2 hectares of land, housing, and two years of financial support. Also, the 

eastern part of Indonesia, including Papua, is predominantly Christian, and because 

the majority of the transmigrants come from Java, which is predominantly Muslim, 

the local people suspect that the policy is a part of an Islamization programme.  

 

The imbalance in population creates an imbalance in development. Jakarta is 

modernized, but the remote areas in Papua are technologically and commercially 

underdeveloped. Although Papua has the largest goldmine in the world, which is 

mined by an American company, some aspects of tribal life remain untouched, for 

example, some men in some tribal groups in Papua still wear only kotekas (a hollow 

dried gourd worn as a protective shield overtheir private parts). Transportation in the 

mountains and swamps of the countryside is difficult, so people in Papua either walk 

great distances or have to travel by airplane at great expense. In view of these 

extreme conditions, any sense of national solidarity between the people of Papua and 

Jakarta is strained at best. 
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In this chapter, I will provide a general overview of the Indonesian context. Briefly, I 

will explain the socioeconomic and religious situations, particularly the relationships 

between Christians and Muslims in Indonesia. Christianity and Islam in Indonesia 

have a more specific relationship with each other than with the other religions. 

 

2.National Context 

 

2.1.Ethnicity 

Indonesia is a rich synthesis of ethnological sources. Over the centuries, there has 

been an influx of people from various parts of Asia, including China, India, the 

Middle East, mainland Southeast Asia, as well as Polynesia. The population includes 

adherentsof five major religions (Hinduism, Buddhism, Catholicism, Protestantism, 

and Islam) andanumber of “primitive” religions and belief systems in the hinterlands 

of Kalimantan, Papua, East Nusa Tenggara, etc. There are more than 336 ethnic 

groups that speak more than 250 distinct languages. The ethnic breakdown in 

Indonesia is as follows: Javanese 40.6%, Sundanese 15%, Batak 9.8 % Chinese 3.5%, 

Madurese 3.3%, Minangkabau 2.7%, Betawi 2.4%, Bugis 2.4%, Banten 2%, Banjar 

1.7%, other 16.6%.
3
 Skin colour ranges from yellow to brown to pitch black. 

 

Each ethnic group has its own traditions, or adat (customs, traditions). Adat is a 

complex system of institutions, customs, and laws.
4
 Cornelis van Vollenhoven (1876-

1933), a Dutch scholar who dedicated himself to researching adat in Indonesia, 

identified adat as “law” in the same sense as “law” in the modern state.
5
David 

Henley and Jamie Davidson stated that adat is a complex system of rights and 

obligations binding three aspects of society, – history, land, and law – and represents 

the concept of an ideal society that strongly influences the organization and actions of 

the community.
6
 But its meaning has undergone a number of changes in Indonesia. In 

some circumstances, for instance, adat has legal status; the government recognises 

certain adat laws (hukum adat) as legitimate. Adat laws may apply to a wide range of 

activities, including religious practices, agricultural production, legal practices, 

marriage, and artistic expressions. Adat has become a “signifier” of an individual and 

his/her ethnicity. For that reason, almost every region (province and city) prefers to 

have a governor or mayor who belongs to their own ethnic group, assuming that the 

leader will understand and sympathize with the local adat. 
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The first president of the Republic of Indonesia, Sukarno, said that Indonesia had an 

urgent agenda, that is, “nation building.”
7
 He did not choose “state building” as the 

primary focus of the new country. Building a nation is more difficult than building a 

state, especially in the context of Indonesia, which is comprised of hundreds of ethnic 

groups. “Being Indonesian” was an abstract concept for most people in the new 

nation, and the Indonesian founding fathers hoped that this new concept would be 

able to overcome the disjunction posed by differences in language and customs. 

“Being Indonesian” was a construction of the founding fathers meant to unify the 

disparate communities with respect toa common agenda or goal. Individual ethnic 

identity was stronger at that time and indeed remains so in the present. For example, 

even currently, many Papuans have difficulty identifying themselves as “Indonesian.” 

The problem is not only because of recent history but also because they are 

Melanesians with dark skin colour and tight curly hair, unlike the majority of the 

indigenous population of the western Indonesian archipelago who are Austronesian, 

with lighter brown skin colour and straight or wavy hair. 

 

2.2.Social Economic Conditions 

We can easily gain a picture of poverty in Indonesia from the story below. 

 

Misinem, an elderly lady (68 years old) from Madiun, East Java, just lies 

in bed every day. She lives alone without children. Her husband passed 

away several years ago. Because of cancer, she cannot stand up and 

work. Her neighbours take care of her and give her food everyday. She 

does not have any savings, so she cannot afford doctors or hospitals and 

becomes “fearful” when she remembers that it takes millions of rupiah to 

pay for a doctor and hospital care.
8
 

 

Although the Indonesian government has an insurance programme for the poor 

(Jaminan Kesehatan Masyarakat Miskin), it cannot guarantee access to adequate 

health servicesfor all poor people. One of the frequently used reasons given by 

hospitals for inadequate care is that government insurance does not cover all the 

medicines that the patients need, thus requiring the patients to pay for “extra” 

medicine and facilities themselves. In a few cases that have received national media 

attention, the president of the Republic of Indonesia or the Minister of Health has 

intervened and requested the hospitals to provide free service for the impoverished 

patient. 

 

Poverty has always been a major concern in Indonesia. In the 1970s, the country 

entered a period of steady economic growth, accompanied by progressive social 

development. Then, in 1997 and 1998, the Indonesian economy almost collapsed, 

when a financial crisis swept through Southeast Asia. Before the crisis, 16.8% of the 
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country’s families were officially classified as poor.
9
 At the height of the financial 

upheaval, the proportion of poor households in the country doubled. Although the 

crisis hit harder in urban areas, recovery was also more rapid in the cities and towns. 

In rural areas, poverty is now greater than it was before the financial crisis. Millions 

of small farmers, farm workers, and fishermen are financially unable to tap into the 

opportunities offered by the previous years of economic growth. According to data 

released by the World Bank, 39 million people, 18% of the population of more than 

237 million,
10

 are now officially poor or living below the poverty line, 49% of the 

population live on less than US $ 2 per day, and the unemployment rate is 10.3%.
11

 

Non-government organizations (NGOs) in Indonesia have different data, however. 

For example, the Urban Poor Consortium believes that the number of people who 

have fallen into poverty in Jakarta has risen by almost twice as much as the 

government statistics. It also says that more people are, relatively speaking, even 

poorer than they were one year ago. Numerous academics echo their claims: more 

than 18% of the Indonesian population live in extreme poverty, and 60% of the 

Indonesian population live below the poverty line.
12

 

 

Actually, based on the 2011 government report, the per capita income of Indonesia 

has increased. The Central Bureau of Statistics stated that the per capita income is 

US$3,004/year. This represents a 13% increase over the previous year. This increase, 

however, is because the incomes of the rich people at the top of the wealth pyramid 

are increasing, while the incomes of the poor people at the bottom of the pyramid are 

not increasing or in fact declining. Thus, the rich people are actually the cause of the 

rise in per capita income. Meanwhile, inflation is higher than the per capita income. 

 

 

2.3. Religion 

The definition of religion in Indonesia is important and has stirred a stimulating 

debate on the status of the Javanese mystical movement and other tribal religions. 

The government distinguishes between religions with a revelation (with a holy 

scripture and prophet) and religions without a revelation (without holy scriptures and 

prophets).
13

 This government policy reflects the influence of Islam. According to the 

government definition, non-revelatory religions are created by humans and based on 

the sense that an omnipresent omnipotent entity exists. It is assumed that religions 

with revelations were not created by humans but were revealed to humans bya non-

human source. Tribal religions, kepercayaan, are not considered to be religions in the 

sense that they are not based on revelation, that means that they were created by 
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humans. Although the Constitution states that “the state guarantees the freedom of 

every inhabitant to profess his own religion and to worship according to his own 

religion and belief,”
14

–“religion” refers to the five state-recognized religions and 

“belief” refers to the traditional beliefs  –the government encourages adherents of 

tribal religions and mystical practices to convert to Islam, Christianity (both 

Protestant and Catholic), Buddhism, or Hinduism.
15

 It is very common in Indonesia 

for local government officials, when processing a citizen’s identity card, to indicate 

adherence to one of the five officially recognized revelatory religions when, in fact, 

the citizen practises one of the tribal religions, as the government does not allow 

official identification with kepercayaan or any tribal religions. Hence, all citizens 

must identify themselves with one of the five officially recognized religions. 

 

Thus, although the government officially declares the freedom of every inhabitant to 

profess his own religion, that “freedom” is restricted to a choice of five religions. The 

former president, Abdurrahman Wahid realized this inconsistency and, in January 

2000, lifted the ban on the practice of Confucianism that had existed since 1967. In 

June 2001, the government also lifted its ban on the Jehovah’s Witnesses. But these 

steps do not indicate that freedom is coming for adherents to minority religions. For 

example, followers of Ahmadiyah and Shi’a (two different minority Islamic sects) 

still encounter difficulties in conducting worship services. The Indonesian people are 

known to be religious,
16

 devout in their use of religious symbols and active 

participants in many ritual celebrations. 

 

2.4. Pancasila 

In early 1945, the Japanese occupying forces in Indonesia formed a committee to 

organize and prepare the local population for Indonesian independence. The 

committee, Badan Penyelidik Usaha Persiapan Kemerdekaan Indonesia (BPUPKI), 

had the task not only of preparing for Indonesian independence, but also of 

formulating the fundamental principles of the state. This was not an easy task because 

at that time there were three different factions active in the independence movement: 

an Islamic group that wanted Islam as the state’s foundation, a socialist group 

(communist) that wanted socialism as the state’s foundation, and a nationalist group 

that rejected both proposals. According to Sukarno’s speech on June 1, 1945, at the 

BPUPKI meeting, the nationalist group proposed Pancasila (Five Principles) as the 

foundation for the new state. Following discussion and debate, the committee decided 

to accept Pancasila as Indonesia’s state ideology and Weltanschauung.
17

 Pancasila 
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was adopted by the three groups not only as a political concession but also as the 

modus vivendi that allowed all ideologies to be involved in the early political 

development of the new nation. Pancasila promotes five principles: 

 

1. Ketuhanan Yang Maha Esa: Belief in God and the Almighty Divinity
18

 

2. Kemanusiaan yang Adil dan Beradab: Humanitarianism 

3. Persatuan Indonesia: Nationalism (awareness of being one nation) 

4. Kerakyatan yang dipimpin oleh hikmat kebijaksanaan dalam 

permusyawaratan perwakilan: Democracy based on mutual deliberation by 

means of representation 

5. Keadilan sosial: Social welfare 

 

Initially, Islamic groups that wanted to state clear priorities for the majority Muslim 

population proposed including the phrase “... with the obligation for Muslims to 

follow Islamic shari’a” in the first principle.
19

 It was intended that this phrase, known 

as the Jakarta Charter, be included in the preamble of the Indonesian Constitution. 

But one member of the BPUPKI who was a Christian, J. Latuharhary, disagreed with 

the phrase because he felt it would have an impact on the non-Muslim community. 

Latuharhary’s statement triggered a contentious debate amongst the members of 

BPUPKI. Finally, the BPUPKI members agreed to remove the phrase from the first 

principle and the Constitution, thus disappointing the Muslim faction. 

 

Although this situation was indicative of the struggle between nationalists and 

Islamists, the objection to that particular phrase was voiced by a member of one of 

the Christian groups. Indeed, the Protestants and Catholics identifed more with the 

nationalist standpoint. The tension between Islam and Christianity that existed from 

the beginning of independence almost disrupted the establishment of the new 

Indonesian state. Many members of Islamic groups were exasperated with the final 

agreement to remove the “seven words” of the Jakarta Charter from the Pancasila and 
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the Constitution. In 1999, when the New Order era ended and the Reformasi began, 

some Islamic groups reintroduced this issue and proposed adding the “seven words” 

to the Pancasila and the Constitution. This proposal has so far been resisted by 

nationalists and moderate Muslims. It seems that although the issue has been formally 

addressed, some amount of dissatisfaction is still quite strong.
20

 

 

Nevertheless, Pancasila was proposed and accepted as a compromise between those 

who were in favour of an Islamic state and those who preferred a secular state. For 

that reason, the formulation of the first principle was crucial. It accommodated both 

factions, while at the same time not accepting either of them in their entirety. Instead 

of using the term “Allah,” it uses the term “Ketuhanan.” Allah is “God,” a particular 

and personal God of Islam and Christianity. Buddhism and Hinduism did not have a 

concept of a personal “God. ”Tuhan is “Lord” in English. The prefix “ke” and suffix 

“an” create an abstract idea or concept from the noun, which cannot be compared to 

the notion of a personal “God,” but is more like Göttlichkeit in German. Thus, it is 

acceptable to Buddhism and Hinduism.
21

 There is no doubt that the first principle of 

Pancasila addresses the reality of religious pluralism in Indonesia; it is intended to be 

a principle of religious tolerance. 

 

During the Suharto administration, Pancasila was used as a tool to discriminate 

against Muslims, fundamentalists, and communist ideologies. Suharto did not focus 

on the content of Pancasila but on its formality as a basis for norms in Indonesia. In 

1985, it was declared that Pancasila was to be the only ideology for all political, 

religious, and other social organizations. In such political circumstances, Pancasila 

was identified with Suharto’s government. Thus, anyone who attacked Suharto’s 

government could be charged with attacking Pancasila. Several scholars tried to 

suggest that Pancasila should be regarded as an “open ideology,” meaning that groups 

within Indonesia should be able to disagree openly with it. Subsequently, many 

communities, including the leaders of some religious groups, expressed disapproval 

of the government policy that determined Pancasila to be its sole foundation. The root 

of the problem lay not in Pancasila itself but in the policies of the Suharto regime that 

used Pancasila as a tool to eliminate its political opponents and to control non-

government community organizations. 

 

After Suharto’s resignation, most political groups and religious organizations wanted 

to get rid of Pancasila. But that raised a problem: If Indonesia released its grip on 

Pancasila, what would serve as the unifying state foundation then? As a concession to 

the complexities of the situation, the new government allowed political, religious, and 

other social organizations to adopt their own ideologies as the foundations of their 

organizations. Some Islamic organizations opted for Islam as their main ideology. 

The Communion of Churches in Indonesia, however, insisted on the importance of 

Pancasila as a state foundation, ideology, and common ground for dealing with 

plurality, including the plurality of religions. If Pancasila was displaced as the state 

foundation, they were worried that it would be replaced by Islam. 
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2.5. Hinduism and Buddhism 

Before Islam spread throughout the Indonesian archipelago, Hinduism and Buddhism 

were “official” religions in ancient kingdoms, including Majapahit in East Java and 

Sriwijaya in South Sumatra.
22

 All three religions were present in the ancient 

kingdoms and they all influenced the local populace. For this reason, conversion to 

any of these religions was rarely absolute since they were each influenced not only by 

each other but also by the traditional local beliefs. 

 

There is very little information regarding the early path of Buddhism and Hinduism 

in the archipelago. There is an inscription from Sumatra dating back to 400 CE that 

mentions the arrival of several Buddhist monks from China in Java and Sumatra.
23

 It 

supports the theory that the bearers of Buddhism and Hinduism to these islands were 

not ksatria (warriors) or waisya (traders) but monks or trained religious leaders. The 

largest Buddhist and Hindu temples, Borobudur and Prambanan, built in Central Java 

in the 8
th

 and 9
th

 centuries, represent the glory of the ancient Hindu and Buddhist 

kingdoms. Currently, the major Buddhist celebration, Waiçak, which celebrates the 

birth and enlightenment of Buddha, takes place at the Mendut and Borobudur 

temples. 

 

Most Hindus in Indonesia live in Bali, where they account for over 90% of the 

population. Balinese Hinduism has developed local characteristics that distinguish it 

from Hinduism as practised on the Indian subcontinent.
24

 There are also significant 

Hindu minorities in Central and East Kalimantan, East Java, Lampung (Sumatra), the 

city of Medan (North Sumatra), South and Central Sulawesi, and Lombok (West 

Nusa Tenggara). Some of these Hindus left Bali for these areas as part of the 

government’s transmigration programme. The Hindu Association, Parisada Hindu 

Dharma Indonesia (PHDI), estimates that Medan is home to approximately 4,000 

ethnic Chinese Hindus. Hindu groups like Hare Krishna also are present in the 

country. In addition to these, there are the Kaharingan in Central Kalimantan (site of 

Kutai, the first Hindu kingdom in the islands) and the Nauru on Seram Island 

(Maluku province). The Naurus practise a combination of Hindu and animist beliefs, 

and many have adopted some Protestant principles. 

 

An estimated 70% of the country’s Buddhists belong to the Mahayana sect. 

Theravada followers account for another 20% and the remaining adherents belong to 

the Tantrayana, Tridharma, Kasogatan, Nichiren, and Maitreya schools. According to 

the Indonesian Youth Buddhist Council (MBI), 40% of the country’s Buddhists are 

ethnic Chinese. The MBI is part of the Indonesian Great Sangha
25

 Conference 
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(KASI). Another and somewhat older Buddhist organization that is active nationally 

is the Indonesian Buddhist Council (WALUBI), which has affiliates from all the 

schools. Because of an internal conflict, however, WALUBI was dissolved in 1998, 

and several influential members left the organization and founded KASI. 

Subsequently, WALUBI reorganized and recruited new members who were not 

associated with KASI. At present, both WALUBI and KASI exist independently of 

each other. 

 

2.6. Confucianism and Other Traditional Belief Systems 

When and how Confucianism arrived in Indonesia is unclear. It was not until the 

early 1900s that efforts to make Confucianism a well-organized social movement 

began to take shape. The year 1900 saw the founding of Tiong Hoa Hwee Koan 

(THHK) in Batavia. Aimed primarily at promoting and rejuvenating Confucianism in 

the Chinese community in the Dutch East Indies, THHK was approved and officially 

validated by the Governor-General on June 3,1900.
26

 In 1942, the Dutch were forced 

to leave. On January 27,1979, the cabinet declared that Confucianism was not a 

religion. 

 

It is unclear how many adherents of Confucianism there are in the country since it has 

been impossible for respondents in the national census, which is carried out every 

five years, to identify themselves as Confucians. According to the Supreme Council 

of Confucian Religion in Indonesia (MATAKIN), however, in 1976-1977– the last 

year in which the category was included in the census – 0.7% of the population 

identified themselves as Confucian.
27

 Since that census, the proportion of practising 

Confucians has probably increased slightly because the decision in 2000 to lift 

restrictions on Confucianism has made it easier to practise it openly. MATAKIN 

estimates that 95% of the country’s  Confucians are ethnic Chinese and the rest 

mostly Javanese. The majority of Confucians reside on Java, Bangka Island, North 

Sumatra, North Sulawesi, West Kalimantan, Central Kalimantan, and North Maluku. 

Many Confucians also practise Buddhism or Christianity. Before the ban on 

Confucianism was lifted in 2000, Confucian temples were usually located inside 

Buddhist temples. 

 

The Baduy people, who live in an isolated community in Banten, West Java, practise 

a traditional religion called Sunda Wiwitan, which was common in pre-Islamic West 

Java.
28

 The Baduy are renowned for maintaining their traditional customs, such as not 

using electrical devices, travelling only by foot and wearing only black cloth, even 

though they live in the midst of a centre of modernization. A similar traditional 

religion, called Agama Djawa Sunda, is practised in another part of West Java, i.e., 

Cigugur, Kuningan. Edi Ekadjati, a Sundanese scholar, stated that prior to the period 

of Dutch colonialism, Agama Djawa Sunda was indeed Sunda Wiwitan.
29
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Unfortunately, in the mid-1960s, the Indonesian government forced the adherents of 

Agama Djawa Sunda to identify themselves with one of the five officially recognized 

religions in Indonesia. Most of them chose Catholicism or Protestantism over Islam, 

Hinduism, and Buddhism. 

 

In Central Java adherents of traditional mysticism practise Kebatinan, or Kejawen, 

which is sometimes combined with Islam.
30

 In many instances, Islam in Java 

absorbed Kebatinan, which is open and tolerant of other religions and worldviews. 

This is why Islam in Central Java is different from the Islam practised in other parts 

of Indonesia. The Wali Songo, the nine noble teachers of Islam in Java, realized that 

the Javanese could not abandon their culture and religious practices. Therefore, the 

Wali Songo incorporated Javanese culture and philosophy, of which Kejawenisthe 

main core, into their Islamic teachings. They were successful, and many of the 

Javanese accepted Islam. 

 

3. Christianity and Islam in Indonesia 

 

3.1. Christianity 

Although some scholars mention that there were Nestorian missionaries in North 

Sumatrain the 7
th

 and 8
th

 centuries, Christianity’s arrival in Indonesia is usually dated 

to 1511 when it was brought to the islands by Portuguese traders and soldiers and 

Catholic missionaries.
31

 One of the most famous Catholic missionaries was Francis 

Xavier who worked in the Maluku islands. After 1511, Christianity spread to many 

parts in Indonesia. In 1602, the Dutch East India Company(Vereenigde Oost-Indische 

Compagnie, theVOC), a Dutch trading company with military support, arrived in 

Indonesia and gainedcontrol of the trading ports from the Portuguese soldiers, 

particularly those in the eastern part of the archipelago where the spices they sought 

were produced. At that time, most Catholic adherents in the eastern islands who had 

been converted by the Portuguese then converted to Protestantism (brought by the 

Dutch), with the exception of the people in East Timor and Flores.
32

 The VOC had a 

mandate from the Netherlands Reformed Church to convert the local population in 

accordance with Article 36 of the Belgic Confession.
33

 With the arrival of the VOC, 

the Protestant church began to develop in the archipelago. At present, Christians 

make up the majority of the population in eastern Indonesia, i.e., North Sulawesi, 

Toraja in South Sulawesi, Papua, Timor, and some parts of Maluku. 

 

In 1992, the Department of Religious Affairs recorded 275 Protestant church 

organizations, including many denominations, such as Adventist, Anglican, Baptist, 
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Lutheran, Pentecostal, Methodist, Reformed, Presbyterian, and Mennonite. Some of 

the Protestant churches in Indonesia have local names referring to their particular area 

or culture. For example, PasundanChristian Church refers to the church in Sunda in 

West Java; Javanese Christian Churches refers to those in the Central Java; Toraja 

Church refers to the church in Toraja, South Sulawesi; East Javanese Christian 

Church refers to the East Java province; Batak Christian Church refers to the church 

of the Batak of North Sumatra. It is debatable whether this can be called 

“contextualization” since contextualization is not only about the name of the church 

but also about how to contextualize the message of the Gospel while taking the local 

context into account. The choice to use the locality in the name of the church is only 

part of the contextualization process. 

 

The Protestant churches are organized into separate councils. Most of them are 

members of the Communion of Churches in Indonesia (Persekutuan Gereja-gereja di 

Indonesia, PGI).The majority of members of PGI are “mainstream” churches.
34

 The 

Pentecostal churches have their own councilcalled the Pentecostal Council in 

Indonesia (Dewan Pantekosta Indonesia). It is very common for churches and their 

congregations to split over theological differences or misuse of church funds. Thus, 

the number of Protestant churches is increasing rapidly, but the number of Protestants 

remains stable. 

 

3.1.1. Development of the Mainstream Protestant Churches 

Although the VOC had a mandate from the Netherlands Reformed Church to convert 

the indigenous peoples of the archipelago to Protestantism, they never acted as an 

official arm of that church. The personnel of the VOC were never restricted to 

members of that denomination. There were also Lutherans and Catholics, as well as 

small numbers of Mennonites and Armenians in the organization, and they all had the 

duty to “promote the eastern trade in service of the propagation of the name of Christ, 

the blessing of the non-Christians.”
35

 The first two governor-generals of the VOC, 

Pieter Both (began in 1609) and Gerard Reynst (began in 1613), had instructions to 

conduct religious activities, like evangelisation. For the next 200 years, the VOC sent 

more than 900 missionaries and many more lower-ranking religious officials to its 

territories. As a result, Christianity flourished in many parts of the archipelago, 

especially in the eastern islands. For these 200 years, the VOC dominated Christian 

missions in the islands, and, because the VOC was Calvinist, Calvinism became the 

dominant Christian presence. 

 

                                                           
 
34

“Mainstream” churches refer to the churches that consistently follow the doctrines of the 

Reformation promoted by Luther, Calvin, and others. The other churches are referred to as 

“peripheral” churches. This categorization is debatable, however, because some peripheral churches 

also claim that they follow the doctrines of the Reformation. The problem lies in the question of which 

doctrines of the Reformation serve as the criteria for the categorization. If the doctrines of sola fide, 

sola gratia, and sola scriptura are the criteria, then the peripheral churches are also mainstream 

because they also follow these teachings. (See Jan Aritonang, Berbagai Aliran di Dalam dan Sekitar 

Gereja, Jakarta: BPK Gunung Mulia, 1995,p.6.) 
35

 Karel Steenbrink, “The Arrival of Protestantism and the Consolidation of Christianity in the 

Moluccas 1605-1800,”in A History of Christianity in Indonesia, Jan Aritonang and Karel Steenbrink 

(eds.), Leiden:Brill, 2008, p. 99. 



62 

 

At the beginning of the 19
th

 century, the VOC was declared bankrupt and its assets 

were taken over by the Dutch state. The government policy no longer focused on 

trade alone but became more interested in acquiring territory. Hence, this era is called 

the “era of colonization.” During this time, there was one important change in 

Europe, especially in the Netherlands, which was prompted by the Age of 

Enlightenment, that is, the separation of state and church. This did not mean, 

however, that the state took no interest in religion or in particular churches in the 

Dutch East Indies. The state did not expect the church to concern itself only with 

missions. King William I was interested in the establishment of a Protestant church 

that was subject to the Dutch government. Thus, the Protestant church eventually 

became the government’s agent in tending to the fulfilment of religious needs, not 

only in the Netherlands but also in the Dutch colonies. This development encouraged 

a rising tide of missionary interest among individual Christians in the Netherlands as 

well as in other European countries. 

 

In 1815, the Dutch government established the Protestant Church of Indonesia 

(Gereja Protestan Indonesia, GPI), which took over all the VOC’s mission work, 

including the Lutheran church. As the only Protestant church recognized by the 

government, the GPI lost its Calvinist features, such as the autonomy of the 

congregation, and became a hierarchical church in which the government selected the 

church leader, a practice that Calvin opposed.  

 

Most Indonesian churches originated through Dutch evangelization with one major 

exception, that is, the Batak Christian Church of Indonesia (Huria Kristen Batak 

Indonesia, HKBP), the largest Protestant church in Indonesia with more than 2.5 

million members. The HKBP is a product of evangelization by the German 

organization, the Rheinische Missionsgesellschaft (RMG). Between 1800 and 1900, 

about 15missionary societies started working in the Dutch East Indies. Of the Dutch 

mission bodies, the Nederlandsch Zendeling-genootschap (NZG) was the oldest and 

largest.
36

 The NZG started its mission work in Minahasa in 1831, and presently, most 

Christians in Minahasa belong to the Gereja Masehi Injili di Minahasa (GMIM), 

which has more than one million members. From Minahasa, NZG moved to East Java 

(1849) and the Karo Batak region in North Sumatra (1890). Meanwhile, the 

Nederlandsche Zendingsvereeniging (NZV) began its mission work in West Java in a 

Muslim community in 1863. 

 

3.1.2. Development of the Pentecostal, Evangelical, and Charismatic Churches 

Some church historians agree that the Pentecostal movement began in 1900/1901 in 

the United States. They refer to an “extraordinary” event in Topeka, Kansas, in 

January 1901. There, Charles F. Parham, an Episcopal Methodist pastor, and some of 

members of his congregation experienced glossolalia. Other church historians, such 

as Walter J. Hollenweger, refer to an event that occurred on Azusa Street, Los 

Angeles, California, in 1906. At that time, William Seymour, a Baptist pastor, was 

                                                           
 
36

Th. van den End and Jan S. Aritonang, “1800-2005: A National Overview”, in A History of 

Christianity in Indonesia, Jan Aritonang and Karel Steenbrink (eds.), Leiden:Brill, 2008, p. 141. 



63 

 

preaching and prompted a revival in his African American congregation.
37

 Both 

Parham and Seymour have been called the founders of the Pentecostal church. 

 

In Indonesia, the Pentecostal church began to be supported by non-organizational 

groups from the United States, Great Britain, and the Netherlands. Most of the 

individuals involved arrived in Indonesia not as evangelists but as traders. For 

example, between 1919-1921, J. Barnhard, an English businessman, began to 

evangelize in Temanggung, Central Java.
38

 In 1921, J.G. Thiessen, a former 

Mennonite missionary from the Netherlands, was working in Bandung and 

established the Pinkster Beweging, which has now become the Gereja Gerakan 

Pentakosta(Church of the Pentecostal Movement).
39

 The Pentecostal missionaries 

served the lower socioeconomic classes of the European community as well as the 

Chinese communities in Indonesia. After that, the Pentecostal movement spread all 

over Indonesia. The number of Pentecostal churches grew very fast because of the 

lack of unity amongst themselves based on the teaching of “Jesus only,” which is a 

Baptist doctrine; the role of women in the church; the relation between local and 

other congregations; and prestige among the leaders. 

 

Some Pentecostal churches joined together to form the Indonesian Evangelical 

Alliance (Persekutuan Injili Indonesia, PII) in 1971. The Indonesian Evangelical 

Alliance was a communion of evangelical churches that was later joined by some 

evangelical foundations, and, in 2006, the Indonesian Evangelical Alliance became 

the Indonesian Evangelical Churches and Institutions Alliance (Persekutuan Gereja-

gereja dan Lembaga-lembaga Injili Indonesia, PGLII). The largest Pentecostal church 

is the Gereja Gerakan Pantekosta(Church of Pentecostal Movement) with more than 

1.5 million members. The Pentecostal churches joined to form a council, the 

Indonesian Pentecostal Council (Dewan Pantekosta Indonesia, DPI),in 1979. In 1998, 

the DPI changed its name to Communion of Pentecostal Churches in Indonesia 

(Persekutuan Gereja-gereja Pantekosta di Indonesia, PGII). Both the PII and the PGII 

are independent of the PGI(Persekutuan Gereja-gereja di Indonesia), the majority of 

whose members are mainstream Protestant churches. 

 

In the 1960s, the charismatic movement began as a “second wave” of the Pentecostal 

movement and was referred to as “neo-Pentecostalism” or the “new Pentecostal 

church.” The characteristics of the Charismatic movement are a healing ministry, 

glossolalia, and exorcism.
40

 In Indonesia, the charismatic movement grew because of 

the weakness of the mainline churches’ ministries that were not responsive to the 

needs of their congregations, which were reflected especially in vapid preaching and 

services that were emotionally sterile. Most of the preaching in mainline churches is 

arid and rational. 

 

The targets of the Charismatic movement are young people. Most Charismatic 

movements begin with services for university students, such as Persekutuan 
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Mahasiswa Antar Universitas (PERKANTAS, Inter-University Student Council). 

PERKANTAS actively involves Christian students and has established a strong 

network of students in many universities in Indonesia. Most Charismatic movements 

do not build new church buildings, although they have services just like regular 

churches. Many followers remain members of their original churches or join other 

Pentecostal or Evangelical churches. 

 

3.1.3. Development of Roman Catholic Church 

Catholic traders and soldiers whose destination was Maluku, the centre of spice 

production and trade, brought Christianity to the Indonesian archipelago. Initially, the 

Catholic Church enjoyed great success because approximately 20% of the 150,000 

inhabitants of the Maluku islands converted to Catholicism,
41

 beginning with the 

baptism of the king of Mamoya on Halmahera Island in 1534.
42

 But the arrival of the 

VOC changed the situation drastically. The decline of Portuguese influence directly 

affected the position of the Catholic Church and much of the completely Catholic 

community in Maluku converted to Protestantism. 

 

With the arrival of the VOC, Protestant missions dominated the field in 

Indonesia.The VOC placed a ban on Catholic clergy in the islands for two centuries 

from 1602-1800. Although there were some Catholics in the VOC, Catholic pastors 

were not allowed to work among them. The Protestants were unable to maintain their 

monopoly in the overseas territories, however. A sizeable minority of Roman 

Catholics remained. The ban was enforced until the VOC dissolved and the Dutch 

government assumed authority in the islands. At that time, in the spirit of the French 

Revolution, the separation between church andstate was enforced in the Netherlands 

and religious freedom was encouraged. This development changed government 

policy in the Netherlands and its territories, and the Catholic clergy received the same 

rights as Protestants. 

 

Karel Steenbrink’s study
43

 indicates that the Dutch soldiers who were Catholics 

played an important role in the growth of Catholic churches in Indonesia following 

the lifting of the VOC ban that had lasted for 200 years. The Governor-General of the 

Dutch East Indies, Herman Daendels, encouraged Catholics to worship, and he 

protected the Catholic mission. In 1808, Jacobus Nelissen, a Catholic priest arrived in 

Batavia and later reported that there were two high-ranking members of the Dutch 

army who were Catholic, namely Colonel Kieverlijn and Colonel Lieutenant 

Villeneuve. In 1810, a small church was given to the Catholics in Batavia. According 

to Steenbrink’s data, 33 Dutch soldiers from Africa converted to Catholicism. This, 

however, did not increase the total number of Catholics significantly.
44

Later, in the 

middle of 1859, two Jesuit missionaries arrived in Java and, following this, Catholic 

mission work started in other regions as well.
45

 Steenbrink notes the arrival of two 

Jesuit missionaries as the second significant line in the history of Catholicism in the 

islands. The first line was in 1808, with the granting of freedom of religion, while the 
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third line was in 1934, when the churches in the Netherlands East Indies were divided 

into twelve districts, indicating that the Catholic Church was organized and 

structured.
46

 Compared to Protestant missions, the Catholic mission has a “top-

down,”hierarchical structure. While 1859 marked the revival of the Catholic Church 

in the islands, the third line in the 20
th

 century shows the triumphant growth of 

Catholicism in Indonesia. 

 

3.2. Islam 

3.2.1. General Overview of Muslims in Indonesia 

Muslims make up the majority of the population (at least 80%) in most regions of 

Java, Sumatra, Kalimantan, West Nusa Tenggara, Sulawesi, and North Maluku. 

Muslims are distinct minorities only in Papua, Bali, East Nusa Tenggara, and parts of 

North Sumatra and North Sulawesi. Most Muslims are Sunni, although there are 

adherents of the Shi’a, Ahmadhiyah, Sufi, and other Islamic sects. The mainstream 

Muslim community is divided roughly into two groups: urban “modernists” who 

closely adhere to scriptural orthodox theology while embracing modern learning and 

modern concepts; and rural, predominantly Javanese, “traditionalists” who are led by 

charismatic religious scholars and teach at Islamic boarding schools. The 

“modernists” are represented by the 35 million-strong Muhammadiyah organization 

that was established in 1912 and currently has branches throughout the country. Other 

“modernist” Muslim organizations are Sarekat Islam, Al-Irsyad, and Persatuan Islam. 

The “traditionalists” are represented by the 40 million-strong Nahdlatul Ulama (NU), 

a social organization that was established in 1926 and is concentrated in Java. 

 

The friction between traditionalist and modernist Muslims has roots preceding the 

establishment of Muhammadiyah (1912) and Nahdlatul Ulama (1926). Some 

differences between the modernists and the traditionalists concern the way they use 

the Qur’an and the teachings of the ulama,
47

 the way they perform the shalat (prayers 

conducted five times each day), and views about traditional beliefs and practices, 

such as visits to cemeteries and reciting verses from the Qur’an repeatedly until the 

reciter goes into a trance-like state. The modernist Muslim movement began in the 

19
th

 century when some ulama returned from the hajj (pilgrimage) to Mecca with 

renewed conviction to purify their faith and condemn the practices of traditionalist 

Muslims that had been observed for hundreds of years. Conflicts arose, some of 

which became violent arguments, especially on Sumatra. 

 

After Indonesian independence, the growing number of different strains of Islam 

represented a potential cause for friction amongst Muslims. For this reason, some 

Islamic institutions took the initiative to form a Council of Ulama that brought 

together representatives from various schools and institutions of Islam. Then, with the 

approval of the Indonesian government, they formed the Indonesian Council of 

Ulama (MUI) on July 26, 1975. The MUI, comprised of representatives from various 

Islamic institutions throughout Indonesia, provides direction to the Indonesian 

Muslim community in the form of fatwas
48

 and official statements and also serves as 
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the representative of Indonesian Muslims in interreligious dialogue. One of its most 

important tasks is as a forum for dialogue among Islamic leaders who often have 

different views. Because the government’s role in its formation was instrumental, the 

MUI frequently is not freeof government intervention. 

 

3.2.2. Muhammadiyah 

Kyai Haji Ahmad Dahlan, an Indonesian Muslim reformer at the beginning of the 

20
th

 century, founded the Muhammadiyah social organization on November 18,1912. 

Kyai Ahmad Dahlan was a pioneer for the restoration of Islam in Java who had 

studied Islam in Mecca for several years, especially the teachings of Ibnu Taimiyah, 

Muhammad Ibnu Abdul Wahab, Muhammad Abduh, and the other Islamic reformers 

in Saudi Arabia. Kyai Ahmad Dahlan was concerned about the “backwardness” of 

Muslims in Indonesia. He felt that there was only one way to improve the position of 

Muslims in Indonesia– through education.
49

 Without high-quality education, the 

backwardness of Muslims in Indonesia would remain unchanged. The inspiration for 

Muhammadiyah came from Muhammad Abduh, Ibnu Taimiyah, Jamaluddin al-

Afghani, Muhammad Ibnu Abdul Wahab, and Muhammad Rasyid Ridha, Muslim 

reformers from Saudi Arabia who believed that Islam had to follow the path of 

modernization as a “requirement” for assuming a role in the modern world. 

 

When Muhammadiyah was first established, the Dutch colonial government in 

Indonesia was suspicious of it and tried to hinder the official authorization for its 

existence. The Dutch colonial government considered Muhammadiyah to be a threat 

to the colonial government and particularly to Christian missions because of one of 

Muhammadiyah’s aim was to resist influence from external sources. Muhammadiyah 

had viewed the colonial administration and Christianity as external influences. 

Because of Dutch caution, Muhammadiyah was granted permission initially only to 

be established for the region of Yogyakarta. After several years, however, the 

organization grew and spread to all other regions in the country. 

 

The basic aims of Muhammadiyah are:
50

 

1. The purification of Islam in Indonesia from corrupting influences and 

practices, 

2. Reform of Muslim education, 

3. Reform of Islamic doctrine in the light of modern thought, and 

4. The defence of Islam against external influences and attacks.
51
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Muhammadiyah insists that every Muslim, if capable, endeavour to understand Islam 

through ijtihad, an independent judgement in a legal question based upon the 

interpretation of the Qur’an and the hadith. If he is not capable then he should use the 

ittiba method, i.e., consult recognized scholars for their judgements and then adopt 

them as his own.
52

 Muhammadiyah opposed the idea that Muslims should follow the 

mazhab (a particular law school) followed by conservative or traditionalist Muslims. 

The Shafi’i law school was predominant in Indonesia. Muhammadiyah built many 

schools, from elementary schools to universities, throughout Indonesia – not only to 

educate Muslims, but also to engage in ijtihad. They reasoned that if most Indonesian 

people were uneducated then most Indonesian Muslims were uneducated. The other 

reason for building the schools was to prevent Muslims from joining the Christian 

churches. Active in the fields of health and social welfare, they also built hospitals, 

pharmacies, mother and child health centres, and training centres for nurses. 

Muhammadiyah is a religious and socioeducational organization that has contributed 

enormously to Indonesian development, especially in the fields of religion, education, 

and social welfare. 

 

3.2.3. Nahdlatul Ulama 

Another major Islamic social organization is Nahdlatul Ulama (NU). NU was 

founded in Surabaya on 31 January 1926, by several ulama, most notably K.H. Abdul 

Wahab Hasbullah and K.H. Hasyim Asy’ari. Several Indonesian scholars state that 

NU was established as a response to the development of modernist movements, 

especially Muhammadiyah.
53

 NU has been described as a traditionalist group that 

opposes the modernist movement.
54

 After the establishment of Muhammadiyah, 

dialogues between modernist and traditionalist Muslims conducted in Java have 

failed to bridge the differences of perspectives and practices. This situation mirrors 

the relationship between traditionalist groups and modernist groups elsewhere in the 

world.
55

 

 

One of the most distinguished figures in NU was K.H. Abdurahman Wahid, a 

grandchild of K.H. Hasyim Asy’ari, one of the organization’s founders. Abdurrahman 

Wahid, well known as Gus Dur, was one of the greatest Muslim intellectuals in 

Indonesia. He was the fourth president of Indonesia and chairperson of NU from1984 

through 1999. He was able to fashion NU into a moderate and tolerant Islamic 

organization. 
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As noted above, Muhammadiyah and NU have several differences. First is the type of 

educational system: Muhammadiyah follows the modern (Western) school system, 

similar to the Christian schools. In contrast, NU supports the traditional Islamic 

school called pesantren. Students (santri) live in dormitories, learn the religious 

scriptures from the kyai (religious teacher, pesantren leader), and farm the 

pesantren’s land until they finish their studies. They live modestly. Generally 

speaking, this serves as an ascetic exercise. They learn not only the usual courses 

taught by “modern” schools, but also the classic Arabic commentary on the Qur’an 

produced in the medieval period, especially by the Shafi’i Madhab.
56

 The purpose of 

learning in a pesantren is to develop devotion and piety to be “good” Muslims.
57

 

Muhammadiyah rejects the classic Arabic commentaries and states that Islam needs 

to return to the Qur’an and hadith (Muhammad’s words and deeds as written down by 

his followers) through ijtihad. A second difference has to do with the calculations 

marking the beginning and end of the Ramadhan month of fasting. Muhammadiyah 

uses the hisab (mathematical calculation of the position of the crescent of the moon), 

while the NU relies on ru’yah (the sighting of the crescent). The NU observes ritual 

ceremonies and devotions to the deceased and reveres the wali (semi-historical 

teachers of Islam in Java regarded to be saints), whereas Muhammadiyah rejects the 

stories about the wali and condemns them as heresy.
58

 

In addition to Muhammadiyah and the NU, there are also a few messianic Muslim 

sects, including the Malaysian-affiliated Darul Arqam and the Indonesian Jamaah 

Salamulla (Salamulla Congregation). The latter, which is led by a woman who claims 

to have been appointed by the Angel Gabriel, is thought to have approximately 100 

members. The followers of Ahmadiyah, a sect that originated in Pakistan, claim that 

their leader, Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, was an Indian Muslim prophet and that anyone 

can become a prophet. The Ahmadis have 242 branches spread throughout the 

country.
59

 

3.2.4. Muslim Fundamentalism
60

 

                                                           
 
56

The Shafi’I Madhab is one of the Islamic schools of thought in Indonesia, founded by Muhammad 

bin Idris al-Shafi’i in the 8
th

 century. The most important teaching of the Shafi’I school is that of the 

ijma, the consensus amongst ulama in the world that allows Muslims to conduct rituals.  
57

 Muhammad Hisyam, Caught Between Three Fires: The Javanese Pangulu Under The Dutch 

Colonial Administration 1882-1942, Jakarta: Indonesian-Netherlands Cooperation in Islamic Studies 

(INIS), 2001, pp. 39-40. 
58

 Denys Lombard states that Muhammadiyah did not regard traditionalist practices as Islamic but as 

pre-Islamic. Thus, Muhammadiyah rejects the syncretistic practices of the traditionalist group. (See 

Denys Lombard, Nusa Jawa: Silang Budaya, Vol. 2, Jakarta: Gramedia, 2005, pp. 346-347, translated 

by Winarsih Arifin, Rahayu Widayat, and Nini H. Yusuf, from the French original, Essai d”histoire 

globale, vol II. Les reseaux asiatiques, 1990.) 
59

 See http://www.ahmadiyah.org/.  
60

Actually, the term “fundamentalism” originates from a Western designation of several movements in 

Christianity, including a Protestant movement that is based on several “fundamentals,” such as the 

literal inerrancy of the scriptures and the physical resurrection of the body of Christ. Generally, 

fundamentalism refers to a movement arguing for some basic Christian doctrines that are to be adhered 

to. There is no connection to violence. In the Islamic fundamentalist movement, however, violence has 

often emerged because of the doctrine of one truth, the refusal to tolerate “bad activities,” such as 

gambling and consumption of alcoholic beverages, and the insistence to enforce the universal 

observance of shari’a. (See Machasin, “Fundamentalisme dan Terorisme” in Negara Tuhan: The 

http://www.ahmadiyah.org/


69 

 

Ever since the Indonesian founding fathers and “mothers” decided that Pancasila, and 

not Islam, was to be the national ideology, there has been dissatisfaction among many 

Muslim leaders. In August 1949, Kartosuwiryo, a Muslim leader in West Java 

declared the founding of the Indonesian Islamic State (Negara Islam Indonesia, NII) 

as a response to the Indonesian government, which insisted on Pancasila as the state 

ideology rather than the Islamic shari’a. His aim was to make Indonesia an Islamic 

country based on the Islamic shari’a. In response, the Indonesian government treated 

Kartosuwiryo’s actions as a challenge to the Republic of Indonesia. Although 

Kartosuwiryo was defeated and captured, followers of his movement and support for 

NII remain. In Aceh, the northern most tip of Indonesia, Mohammad Daud Beureuh 

also declared the region to be an independent Islamic state. This declaration triggered 

a long conflict between the Indonesian government and the “Aceh Independent State” 

movement. This conflict ended in 2005. Both movements represented splinter groups 

of Islam and were not reflective of mainstream Muslims in Indonesia. 

 

As a response to the “insurrections” of Kartosuwiryo and Daud Bereuh, the New 

Order government applied a repressive policy to quash any rebellious attempts 

against the government. But the government’s repression of the Muslim leaders who 

criticized the status of Pancasila as the only state ideology did not discourage support 

for shari’a law. This was apparent when calls to insert the Jakarta Charter into the 

Constitution re-emerged during the Reformasi period following the resignation of 

Suharto. Some fundamentalist Muslim leaders, including Abu Bakar Ba’asyir, who 

had escaped to Malaysia during the New Order regime, returned to Indonesia when 

Suharto resigned. Ba’asyir runs a pesantren in Solo and encourages support of 

Islamic shari’a. Some of the suicide bombers in Indonesia in recent years were 

graduates of Abu Bakar Ba’asyir’s pesantren. 

 

The Islamic fundamentalist movement in Indonesia has also become politically 

active. The Partai Keadilan Sejahtera (PKS) is a political party representing the 

fundamentalist movement. The PKS succeeded in winning votes in the last election. 

Since the Protestant Charismatic movement targets young people, so does the PKS, 

especially Muslim university students who are critical of the government. 

 

Muslim fundamentalism appears to be growing. Recently, the Center for Religious 

and Cross-Cultural Studies at Gadjah Mada University (CRSC-UGM) conducted 

research in several popular public high schools in Yogyakarta (SMA Negeri). They 

found that, although they are government-funded public schools that are open to all 

citizens, some government high schools identified themselves as Islamic and openly 

state that they are trying to bring about Islamic culture in the schools. For example, 

some schools require Muslim female students to wear the jilbab, the headscarf, and 

male students to wear long pants that reach the heel, in accordance with popular 

interpretations of Islamic law. This clothing requirement creates a clear visible 

distinction between Muslim and non-Muslim students. In addition to this, some 

Muslim students who follow the regulations closely marginalize other Muslim 
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students who refuse to comply with the dress code.
61

 Another interesting finding 

regards the Junior Red Cross (Palang Merah Remaja, PMR). The students restrict 

membership in the PMR to Muslim students and changed the name from Junior Red 

Cross to Junior Red Crescent,
62

 because they saw the “cross” as a Christian symbol 

that should be replaced by the Muslim symbol of a crescent, hence “red crescent.” 

“Red Crescent” itself is an international organization that is based in Turkey and 

belongs to an Islamic symbol. 

 

This research shows that students at the senior high school level are vulnerable to 

fundamentalist teachings, attitudes, and policies of the school administration and 

teaching staff that influence the students in promoting religious exclusivism. 

 

3.3. Christian-Muslim Relations 

3.3.1. Before Indonesian Independence 

Before Christianity arrived, Islam, which was brought to the islands by Muslim 

traders from Arabia, Egypt, and India, had spread throughout the archipelago.
63

 Since 

the local rulers accepted Islam, their subjects were required to convert. Thus, in 

the16
th

 century, when Christianity was introduced to the islands, Islam had already 

established itself in the region. Thus, from the moment of its arrival, Christianity had 

to “compete” with Islam. This competition was decisive in the spread of Islam and 

Christianity in Indonesia. 

 

There are several arguments concerning the “race” between Christianity and Islam in 

Indonesia.
64

 Azyumardi Azra states that, according to the Dutch scholar, B.J. 

Schrieke, the spread of Islam in Indonesia was defined by the competition with 

Christianity that began with the arrival of Christianity in the archipelago. The 

expansion of the Portuguese into Asia should be viewed as a sequel to the Crusades. 

The Christianity that arrived in the islands was marked bya fear and suspicion of 

Muslims.  An Islamic scholar, Naguib al-Attas, is of a different opinion. He contends 

that the competition between Christianity and Islam began only in the 19
th

 century 

because, prior to that time, Islam did not regard Christianity as a serious threat. 

Azyumardi Azra agrees with Schrieke that the competition between Christianity and 

Islam began early. Anthony Reid’s study supports Schrieke’s theory: Reid argues that 

in the 16
th

 century there was growing awareness of a global community. Muslims in 

the islands identified themselves as part of a broader Islamic community. This 

explains the large numbers of people, in both villages and towns, that converted to 

Islam in the spirit of becoming part of an international Muslim community. 
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Based on the history of Christian-Muslim relations, Karel Steenbrink describes four 

patterns of encounters between Christians and Muslims since the 16
th

 century that 

Christians displayed:
65

 

1. A mixture of curiosity, selective admiration, and a need to create some 

distance; Dutch traders respected the morality of the Muslims, but they 

disapproved of the content of the Islamic doctrines.  

2. A prejudiced attitude towards Muslims as heretics; several theologians in 

the Netherlands interpreted Islam in terms of heresy and superstition. 

3. A negative attitude about Muslims in general; Islam was seen as 

“naturally hostile” and untrustworthy; Steenbrink noted that no positive 

attitudes appeared in this pattern. 

4. A feeling of superiority to the Muslims;as the Dutch East Indies Company 

gained power throughout the archipelago, some Christians regarded 

themselves as superior and considered themselves guardians of the 

“uneducated people” (Muslims). 

 

On the basis of Steenbrink’s patterns of encounter, we can conclude that, from the 

16
th

 century on, relations between Christians and Muslims in Indonesia have been, for 

the most part, confrontational. This is very much due to the Christian view of Islam 

and political circumstances. The Christian judgement that Islam is heretical was 

based on theological interpretations that grew out of a lack of personal relations with 

Muslims and a generalization that Muslims were hostile, a view that was rooted in the 

Crusades. Steenbrink mentioned three Dutch scholars who wielded strong influence 

in building a theological framework for the missionaries who were sent to the Dutch 

East Indies: François Valentijn, Antonius Walaeus, and Gijsbertius Voetius. These 

men taught the missionaries and all three spoke negatively about Islam.Because they 

believed the prophet of Islam to be a false prophet, Islam was considered a false 

religion. More negative opinions about Islam were published in a Christian 

newspaper, Bentara Hindia, at the beginning of the 20
th

 century. The Bentara 

Hindiawas published in Batavia but was read widely, even in the eastern islands of 

the archipelago. It stressed that Islam was a superstitious religion.
66

 With its broad 

readership, the Bentara Hindia was able influence many people in the islands. 

 

Muslim responses regarding their religious differences with Christians ranged from 

neutral to negative.
67

 In the 17
th

 century, a Muslim scholar in Aceh, Nurudin Ar-

Raniri, wrote that, after Jesus died, all Christians were heretics. Raniri believed that 

Christian scripture was false. In the same period, Enci Acim, a Muslim artist from 

Makassar, South Sulawesi, wrote a poem in which he states that the Dutch 

(Christians) were “infidels” and represented “the devil.” Some balanced accounts of 

Christians can be found, however, in works written by an interpreter the British 

employed, Ahmad Rijaludin. He wrote about a Christian in Bengal who had a 

respectful attitude towards believers of other faiths. Another balanced account came 

from a Muslim scholar from Batavia in the 19
th

 century, Sayid Uthman. He had a 

great respect for the Dutch who allowed freedom of religion. Reflecting another 
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perspective, Harry J. Benda concluded that, during the struggle for independence, 

Islam was identified with fighting against the Christian (Dutch colonial) ruler in 

Indonesia.
68

 

 

Although Muslim-Christian relations in Indonesia were strained by tension because 

some Muslims viewed Christianity as the religion of the colonializers and some 

Christians judged Muslims to be infidels, in general, the relationship was stable and, 

in fact, gradually improved. Karel Steenbrink notes that the relationship was stable, 

especially during the period between 1900-1945 when the emerging nationalist 

intellectuals emphasized nationalism over religion. Mukti Ali also noted that Muslim-

Christian relations generally improved through the 1960s, although insignificantly.
69

 

Steenbrink and Mukti Ali, however, both note that the situation changed. According 

to Steenbrink, the change in the political situation occurred in the early days of 

independence, when the Islamic and nationalist (including Christian) factions collided 

over the determination of the state ideology. After independence, the intervention of 

the state over religion increased and repressed tensions between Muslims and 

Christians sporadically erupted. Mukti Ali noted that, after 1965, tension between 

religious groups in Indonesia, especially Islam and Christianity, increased 

significantly.
70

 He refers to the killing of six army generals and one lieutenant on 

September 30, 1965, an act that, according to the New Order, had been carried out by 

the communist party. The question was raised: “What does this have to do with 

Christians and Muslims?” Ali did not respond. But it is possible that it is related to 

the fact that many of those accused of being communists declared that they were 

Christians to hide from the army and the anger of Muslims. Although Ali did not cite 

the causes of the tension, he does point to sensitive matters, such as writings of 

Christian intellectuals who attacked the prophethood of Muhammad and the sanctity 

of the Qur’an, and the debate about the divinity of Jesus, which Islam does not 

accept. 

 

Since its arrival in the region, Christianity has been viewed as the religion of the 

foreign power, and Muslims eventually came to see themselves as the “ruled.” 

Tensions increased and spread from there. The relationship between Islam and 

Christianity in Indonesia has a long and complicated history. 

 

3.3.2. After Independence 

3.3.2.1. Government Policy 

Mukti Ali, the former minister of the Department of Religion (1971-1978), noted 

that, until 1960, the government had never attempted to conduct interreligious 

dialogue, particularly that between Islam and Christianity. This suggests that the 
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relationship between the religions previous to 1960 was stable. After 1966, however, 

the government initiated a variety of religious dialogues. Ali notes that this was done 

because when Suharto became president, he saw the potential for interreligious 

conflict in the country. The dialogue was formal and ceremonial, especially amongst 

the religious leaders, but also amongst lay people. 

 

After Indonesian independence, more attempts were made to foster a positive 

relationship between Christians and Muslims. From June 1972 through April 1975, 

there were 19 meetings in Indonesia encouraging religious dialogue that involved 

both the government and independent religious communities.
71

 For example, in 1967, 

the Indonesian government organized an interfaith forum called the Konsultasi 

Agama (Interfaith Consultation), which, in 1980, promoted the Wadah Musyawarah 

Antarumat Beragama, (Interreligious Communities Meeting Forum).
72

 This act was 

primarily political. The chief aim was to prevent problems and social frictions from 

erupting in society. In connection with the New Order policy, one of the foremost 

political concerns was the promotion of harmoni, harmony so that all situations 

would be void of conflict and disputes. All differences had to be pushed aside in the 

interest of maintaining harmoni. Thus, substantive dialogue within Wadah 

Musyawarah Beragama was difficult to accomplish. Other attempts were made by 

independent religious communities. Mukti Ali, who said that formal and ceremonious 

dialogue proposed by the Indonesian government had failed, acknowledged this 

situation, and encouraged non-formal and independent dialogue based on the people’s 

initiatives.  

 

The attempts of the Indonesian government to conduct formal interreligious dialogue 

continued during the administration of current president, Susilo Bambang 

Yudhoyono, who formed the Forum Komunikasi dan Kerukunan Umat Beragama 

(FKKUB, Forum of Communication and Harmony of Religious Communities). The 

FKKUB is a formal institution created by the government to address any 

interreligious conflict in the country. It is comprised of members from all religions 

based on the percentage of the local population. For example, if 80% of the 

population in one province areMuslim, then 80% of the FKKUB members in that 

province will be Muslim. 

 

3.3.2.2. Reformation 

Suharto’s resignation and the collapse of the New Order marked the beginning of 

Reformasi (Reformation) in Indonesia. There were high hopes that Indonesia’s social, 

political, economic, and religious conditions would improve because the Reformasi 

had been supported by much of Indonesian society. The two most important 

movements of Reformasi were for freedom of expression and the decentralization of 

the government. For a long time, Suharto’s New Order regime had repressed freedom 

of expression, which allows every member of society to express his or her opinion 

and ideology. In the Reformasi, community and social organizations were no longer 

limited to Pancasila as their guiding principle; Pancasila was no longer the sole 

foundation for national and state life. Although Pancasila contains values that 
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guarantee the plurality of Indonesia’s diverse nation, some community organizations 

removed Pancasila from their statutes and replaced it, in some cases, with religious 

declarations. The loss of Pancasila from the common public space and its 

replacement by the ideologies of separate communities actually resulted in the loss of 

a foundation of solidarity in society. 

 

Decentralization encouraged sectarianism in the provinces and cities in Indonesia. 

Sectarian politics emphasizes the interests of local tribes, social groups, and their 

ideologies. One example of sectarian politics is the preference of some provinces and 

cities for a “native” or local resident to serve as their governor or mayor. This 

preference discriminates against candidates who are not native or indigenous to the 

region but may have leadership capabilities. Other striking examples are in the 

provinces and cities that have adopted Islamic law. This kind of sectarianism never 

occurred under the Suharto administration because the New Order emphasized 

political stability and equity. Now the seed of sectarianism is growing in various 

regions in Indonesia, however, resulting in increasing pressure by the majority over 

the minority and prolific discrimination. 

 

Muslim-Christian relations during this period have deteriorated. Riots between 

Islamic and Christian communities in Maluku and Poso (Central Sulawesi) have 

killed thousands of people. Although there are political and economic aspects to these 

cases, there is no denying that religious sentiments have played important roles. 

 

Other examples of sectarianism are the numerous acts of violence against religious 

minorities that have drastically increased, such as the destruction and sealing of 

churches. Destructive action against other religions has increased during the 

reformasi. Research conducted by CRCS-UGM on religious life in Indonesia states 

that there were 32 cases of conflict in 2010 between Islam and Christianity over the 

building of churches.
73

 In 2009, there were 18 cases. Muslims objected to the 

building of churches in areas with a Muslim majority. Some conflicts have led to 

physical violence, including vandalism, burning churches, and stabbing pastors. 

Other conflicts led to infractions of the law, as in the case of the Yasmin Church in 

Bogor, where the church had aletter of approval from the local government to build 

the church building, but, because of pressure by a Muslim group, the local 

government revoked the approval. 

 

3.3.2.3. Dian Interfidei 

One of the independent community efforts to foster interreligious dialogue is Dian-

Interfidei (Institute for Interfaith Dialogue in Indonesia) that was founded in 1991 by 

T. Sumartana and Eka Dharmaputera. This institution serves as a forum where 

religious thinking and faith concepts that evolve from the dynamics of the discourse 

on pluralism as well as real-time encounters, are shared and discussed. Dian 

Interfidei’s office is in Yogyakarta. Sumartana and Dharmaputera chose Yogyakarta 

because it is a well-known cultural and pluralistic city and fits with the idealism of 
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Dian-Interfidei. They chose the term “interfaith,” rather than“interreligious,” to 

accommodate the local belief systems that are not accommodated by the Indonesian 

government. 

 

Sumartana insists that “there is no alternative: we engage in dialogue or we perish!”
74

 

He realizes that the pluralistic society in Indonesia needs dialogue to promote better 

understanding about the “other.” Dialogue is imperative for the religions in Indonesia 

as it bridges many differences. It should be oriented towards justice and peace. 

Pluralism has its meaning in the context of justice and peace. 

 

Dian-Interfidei organizes many dialogues among the religions in Indonesia. It 

regularly conducts discussions that invite religious leaders to meet together and it 

promotes collective community action. It has also published several books on the 

theme of pluralism and also organizesocial activities that involve diverse religious 

communities. In collaboration with the Faculty of Theology at Duta Wacana 

Christian University and the Faculty of Ushulhuddin at the Islamic State University, 

Dian-Interfidei also offers a course on pluralism for students of both universities. 

Rev. Elga Sarapung and several activists from different faith communities lead Dian-

Interfidei. 

 

3.4. Historical Debates on Christology in Indonesia 

3.4.1. Apologetic Debate 

Generally speaking, Islam and Muslims respect and honour Jesus (Isa), who is 

mentioned several times in the Qur’an. It is the divinity of Jesus and the Trinity that 

are the main issues in the debates between Christians and Muslims. Muslim 

theologians, both exclusive and inclusive scholars, hold to the view given in the 

Qur’an that Jesus is fully human and did not die on the cross. On the other hand, 

Christian theologians insist on the understanding that Jesus is both fully human and 

fully divine and that Jesus did die on the cross. This is the position as agreed upon in 

the Chalcedonian creed. For most Christian theologians, it is the “apologetic 

challenge” to define who Jesus was and how he can be both human and divine. 

 

The Qur’an is the source of information about Jesus for Muslims, while the Bible is 

the source of information about Jesus for Christians. These two sources present 

different views on the divinity of Jesus, his crucifixion, and his resurrection. Most of 

the debates on Christology between Christians and Muslims centre on these issues. 

Muslims confirm and affirm the miraculous birth of Jesus, his prophethood, his 

miracles, and his identification as a spirit of God. But they reject the divinity of 

Christ, hiscrucifixion and resurrection, and the doctrine of the Trinity.
75

 The doctrine 

of tawhid (unity of God) is the foundation for the rejection of the doctrine of the 

Trinity and the divinity of Christ. Assertively, Islamic scholars state that there is no 

“Jesus as Lord and God”; there is only, “Isa, the prophet of God.” For Islam, the 

Christian doctrines of the divinity of Christ and of the Trinity are not based on the 
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teachings of Jesus but on the teachings of Paul;
76

 they are not the “original” teachings 

of Jesus. Thus, the Christian doctrine on the Trinity and the divinity of Christ, they 

claim, is untrue. 

 

In Indonesia, Christians and Muslims have been disagreeing about Christ since the 

end of the 16
th

 century when Frederick de Houtman, a Dutch trader, arrived in Aceh. 

The king of Aceh captured De Houtman and asked him to convert to Islam, but De 

Houtman refused and was imprisoned. At his trial, De Houtman argued with the 

judge about the position of Christ and Muhammad.
77

 De Houtman said that Islam 

called Jesus “the spirit of God” and Muhammad “the Beloved of God.” As “the spirit 

of God,” Jesus is closer to God than Muhammad is; as “the spirit of God,” Jesus 

existed before everything was created. Thus, he argued, Jesus is greater than 

Muhammad. This debate was apologetic in tone. Although De Houtman was not a 

theologian, he tried to defend his faith to the Muslim majority. Unfortunately, there is 

no information or data about how the court responded to his argument. 

 

The most serious challenge for Christianity in Indonesia in the early 17
th

 century 

came from an Islamic scholar in Aceh, Nurudin Ar-Raniri. His concept of Jesus as a 

nur (light) of God was exciting. He said that Jesus was a nur of God but was not a 

nur of himself.
78

 Jesus became a nur as a gift of God, and he was not the only nur but 

only one amongst other prophets. Jesus was not identical to God’s light. The concept 

of Jesus as a nur parallelled the concept of Jesus as a ruh (spirit) of God. Jesus was a 

spirit of God in the sense that he was created in the same way as Adam; he was not 

born as a product of sexual intercourse but through the spirit of God. God created 

Jesus and Adam through His spirit.
79

 Basing himself on the Qur’an, Nurudin Ar-

Raniri explained Jesus in positive and inclusive ways, but he had a negative opinion 

of Christianity. He concluded that Christianity had a fallacious interpretation of Jesus, 

so every Christian was therefore a kafir (infidel, an offensive term referring to a 

person who is not a Muslim, especially Christians).
80

 Ar-Raniri, as noted by 

Steenbrink, did not refer to the Bible, but only referred to the Qur’an and other 

Islamic sources. 

 

In the modern era, some Muslims apologists have used both the Qur’an and the Bible 

to explain Jesus. In 1930, M. Natsir, a Muslim apologist, wrote about Jesus in his 
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book, Islam dan Kristen di Indonesia (Islam and Christianity in Indonesia).
81

 He said 

there are different interpretations of Jesus in the Bible
82

 and therefore it wasnot 

acceptable for Christians to insist that God was the sole inspiration for all of the 

writers of the Bible. There is no perfect understanding of Jesus in the Bible. For that 

reason, M. Natsir argued that the Qur’an should be considered the main source for an 

understanding of Jesus. Thus, the doctrine of the divinity of Jesus had to be rejected 

because the Qur’an does not mention it. Natsir was also a politician, however. He 

attacked Christian doctrine as a way of attacking the Dutch government of which he 

believed Christianity was an inseparable part. Since that Christianity was the 

foundation of the Dutch government, in his view, attacking Christian doctrine meant 

attacking the foundation of the Dutch government. If the foundation was fallible, then 

the Dutch government was also fallible. 

 

One of the most famous Muslim apologists was Hasbullah Bakry, a lecturer at the 

State Institute of Islamic Religion in Jakarta. Bakry was strongly opposed to the 

Christian doctrine of Christ.
83

 Bakry insisted that Jesus was an ordinary human being 

and that he died just like other prophets or other human beings died. He was not 

crucified. Bakry claimed that it was illogical to think that Jesus died and was 

resurrected. Christianity has misunderstood the message of the Bible because of 

Paul’s influence. The doctrine of the Trinity, he argued, resulted from a mistaken 

interpretation of the Bible. Bakry used the Qur’an as his main criteria and interpreted 

the Bible in light of the Qur’an. He asked Christians to return to the original teachings 

of Jesus, at least as they were written by God in the Qur’an. 

 

Another Muslim apologist was Sidi Gazalba, who wrote several books, including one 

in response to J. Verkuyl, a lecturer at the Jakarta Theological Seminary.
84

 Verkuyl’s 

book, Tentang Interpretasi Iman Kristen Kepada Orang-orang Islam (Interpreting 

Christian Faith for Muslims), explains several positions of Christian doctrine. These 

positions are: 1) the authority of the Bible, 2) God’s revelation, 3) the dialogue 

between Islam and Christianity on Christ, and 4) the dialogue between Islam and 

Christianity on the Trinity. Gazalba stated that Christian doctrine was based on the 

Apostles’ Creed, the Nicaean Creed, and the Athanasian Creed. Throughout history, 

Christians have assumed these teachings were correct. But he asks what the origins of 

these creeds were. They are based, he argues, on the teachings of Paul. Jesus never 

mentioned the Trinity. Paul changed the original teachings of Jesus, and most 

Christian doctrines are based on his teachings. Paul taught that Jesus was God, and 

thus the entire Bible was seen in the light of this doctrine. Therein lies the problem, 

according to Gazalba. Sincethe teachings of Paul are regarded as untrue, all of the 
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doctrines based on Paul’s teachings are thus also incorrect.
85

 In the Qur’an, Jesus is 

portrayed as a human being. He was indeed a prophet. As a prophet or God’s 

messenger, he cannot be completely defeated, and for that reason, Jesus did not die 

on the cross.
86

Like the other Muslim apologists, Gazalba used the Qur’an as his 

source for understanding Jesus and quoted only thoseverses from the Bible that 

supported the Qur’anic interpretation. 

 

Another important objection in Islamic theology concerning Jesus regards Jesus’ 

crucifixion, since that implies a suffering God. According to the Qur’an, Jesus did not 

die on the cross; Jesus ascended before someone who resembled him was seized and 

crucified.
87

 A recent book, Isa Putera Maria dalam Injil dan Al-Quran, edited by 

Amanulah Halim, is a compilation of essays about Isa by Muslim scholars, including 

Rusydi al-Badrawi, asy-Syaikh Muhammad Mutawalli asy-Sya’rawi, Abbad 

Mahmud al’Aqqad, and James D. Tabor. This book states that the death of Jesus 

would be an insult to God.
88

 God is indestructible – this cannot be denied. The 

objection reflects the Islamic doctrine that God cannot suffer because God is 

omnipotent. The Christian faith, however, is based on the death, suffering, and 

resurrection of Jesus. This means that the Islamic theological objection challenges the 

heart of the Christian faith. If Jesus did not die on the cross, Christian faith has no 

foundation. 

 

Some Christians tried to respond to these arguments. One of the most famous 

apologists is Hamran Ambrie.
89

 Other Christian apologists are K.A.M. Yusuf Roni 

and Rivai Burhanudin of the Seventh-Day Adventist Church who were formerly 

Muslims. They insisted on the truthfulness of Christian doctrine and also went on the 

offensive, especially in regards to Muhammad. For example, Hambran insisted that 

Muhammad was a false prophet.
90

 In 1982, the Indonesian government banned many 

of Ambrie’sbooks because Muslims objected to his arguments and opinions.
91

 

 

The debate on Jesus continued in the 1990s, although not excessively because the 

number of apologists who spoke provocatively decreased. Most of the Christian 

responses to Muslim objections about Jesus came from evangelical scholars. They 

defended the divinity of Christ and the identification of Jesus with God. 
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3.4.2. A Different Direction 

In spite of the fact that the dialogue between Christians and Muslims had been 

coloured by apologetic arguments, it should be noted that both Muslim and Christian 

theologians attempted to keep the dialogue positive. Amin Syukur, professor of 

Islamic Theology from the Islamic State University Walisongo in Semarang, 

attempted to bridge the gap between Christians and Muslims, especially regarding the 

concept of the Trinity, and to promote the Muslim understanding of Christian 

theology from the Christian perspective. He argued that the concept of the Trinity is 

the attempt by Christians to explain the intangible existence of God, which is very 

difficult to do.
92

 He explored the concept of the Trinity from an Islamic perspective. 

For him, the Trinity in Arabic is “Allahu wahid, wa huwa tsalasatu aqanim 

mutasawiyat fi-aljauhar,” which means, “The One God has three hypostasis, which 

has the same essence in the jauhar or Dzat. ”Jauhar or Dzat means ousia. Syukur 

tries to prove that this proposition is similar to the tawhid (unity of God) in Islam.
93

 

Only God knows the truth about the Being of God; humans try to grasp the concept 

only by means of a limited understanding. In his attempt to explain the Trinity, 

Syukur promotes a moderate position. 

 

Another Muslim scholar, Hasyim Muhammad from the Islamic State University 

Walisongo in Semarang, made several important points regarding Christian-Muslim 

relations. First, the information about Jesus in Mecca and Medina at the time of the 

prophet Muhammad came from Nestorian and Christian Monophysites.
94

The 

Christian community at that time was, generally speaking, uneducated. The doctrine 

of the Trinity developed under the influence of Greek philosophy, and the Nestorian 

community and Christian Monophysites did not fully understand the formulation of 

the Trinity. The Christian Monophysites rejected the Chalcedonian formula, 

particularly with respect to the doctrine of the unity of Jesus as Christ in the form of 

separate natures of the human and the divine.
95

 They confessed that Jesus was only 

divine. The verses in the Qur’an respond to the concept of the Trinity and the divinity 

of Jesus based on this perspective. Hasyim suggests that Muslims in Indonesia should 

understand the Qur’an contextually and engage in a dialogue concerning the context 

of Indonesian plurality and the Qur’an. Hasyim also demonstrates that the concept of 

the Trinity has its own context. Second, Hasyim interprets the concept of the Trinity 

as expressed by Christians not as blasphemy against God but as an expression of a 

responsible faith in God.
96

 Of course, the concept of the Trinity has its own inherent 

weakness in the limitations of human language. Third, although he insists on several 

differences concerning Jesus from the perspective of Islamic theology, Hasyim 
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expresses his opposition in a positive manner.
97

 He realizes that God is the absolute 

Truth. Humans can only attempt to articulate their relationship to God and must be 

aware of, and open to, the weaknesses of each articulation.
98

 

 

Syafaatun Almirzanah, an Islamic theologian at the Islamic State University Sunan 

Kalijaga in Yogyakarta offers a fascinating discussion of the challenge of human 

statements about God. In her comparison of Meister Eckhart, a Christian mystic, and 

Ibn Arabi, Syafaatun pointed out that an individual’s piety does not overcome the 

limitations of human language when speaking about God.
99

 She quoted Mark Heim, 

who stated that the doctrine of the Trinity proved that God could not be 

comprehended in any single way.
100

 This indicates an openness to other religions. 

Unlike other Muslim theologians, Syafaatun does not view the doctrine of the Trinity 

as emerging out of a basic Christian fallacy in an attempt to understand the teachings 

of Jesus. 

 

Zuhairi Misrawi, a young Muslim scholar from Nahdlatul Ulama, offers a similar 

opinion. He stated that Christian theology has the same position as Islamic theology 

about the unityof God.
101

 The concept of the Trinity cannot be understood without the 

Old Testament creed that God is One. He explained that the Qur’an strongly opposed 

the identification of Isa as God not only to defend the concept of tawhid but also 

because the identification of Isa as God has a serious impact on the social and 

political contexts, in which the Christian religious leaders have a right to make 

decisions “on behalf” of Isa, that is, God, thus opening a way for Christian religious 

leaders to easily manipulate the Christian community. 

 

Waryono, a lecturer from the Islamic State University Sunan Kalijaga in Yogyakarta, 

also responded to the differences between Christian and Islamic perspectives about 

Jesus in a positive way. He views the different understandings as part of God’s gift to 

humans.
102

 Waryono follows the line of Islamic theology, which firmly emphasizes 

that Jesus is not God despite the fact that he was born ofthe Virgin Mary. This means 

that the Qur’an agrees with the doctrine of the “virgin birth.” In response to the 

sensitive issue of Jesus’ crucifixion, Waryono states that the Qur’an confirms that 

Jesus was a target of murder by the Jews, but the Qur’an denies that the Jews killed 

Jesus and affirms that Jesus was “raised by God” before the crucifixion.
103

 Muslim 

scholars do not agree, however, on whether the phrase “raised by God” should be 

interpreted literally or metaphorically.
104
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These Muslim scholars have chosen another response to the identity of Jesus, his 

divinity, and the doctrine of the Trinity. They do not accuse Paul of being responsible 

for the fallacy of Jesus’ divinity and prefer to bridge the gap as an important point in 

the dialogue. They prefer to “listen” to Christian theology and then carefully try to 

comprehend it from the Muslim perspective. This approach not only develops a 

positive mutual understanding between Christian and Muslim but also enhances 

Islamic theology. 

 

Muslim theological arguments about Jesus should stimulate Christians to reconsider 

the formulation of their own doctrines and try to understand their arguments. 

Apologetic and polemical responses do not result in substantive dialogue between 

Christians and Muslims. Realizing this, between 1990 and 2010 Indonesian 

theologians tried to promote a new understanding of Christ in the context of Islam.
105

 

One of these famous theologians is J.B. Banawiratma, a Catholic who strove to 

develop and to enrich Christology through encounters with other religions. 

Banawiratma developed his Christology in a dialogue with the Muslim community. 

He sought to translate his faith in Christ into Islamic terms while welcoming 

Muslims’ experiences of their encounters with God to enrich his Christology. Other 

theologians, including  Stanley Rambitan, Bambang Subandrijo, and A.A. Yewangoe, 

have also engaged in serious efforts to develop Christology in the context of religious 

encounters in Indonesia. 

 

4. Concluding Remarks 

The brief discussion above shows that Christianity has a long history in Indonesia. To 

talk about Christians as a minority is, generally speaking, not a major issue anymore. 

Although there are problems and tensions between Christians and Muslims, mutual 

understanding on the both sides is growing. Religious issues and tensions are often 

interjected with other social, political, and economic problems. Christians’ 

identification with their nation at crucial times in history has won respect and 

recognition. But the “problem” today is how to conduct theological dialogue that is 

contextually based on the theological tradition as written in the Bible. 

 

Indonesia continues to struggle with poverty and an economic crisis in a multi-ethnic 

and multireligious society. Christianity developed in Indonesia in the midst of other 

religions and poverty. The development of Christianity in Indonesia has sometimes 

been a “sensitive” issue with the predominantly Muslim population. The 

identification of Christianity with Dutch traders and, subsequently, colonizers has left 

an unpleasant imprint for some Muslims. Misunderstandings concerning theology, 

particularly regarding the Christian doctrine of the divinity of Christ, have constantly 

posed difficulties for acceptance. Political and economic problems, interwoven with 

disagreements over theological doctrines, have complicated Christian-Muslim 

relationships.  

 

The debates on Christology between Christians and Muslims have had an apologetic 

and polemical tone. Some Christian theologians in Indonesia have responded to the 

challenge to speak or write publicly about their perspectives about Jesus. This has led 
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to conflicts and apologetic debates. If Islam is not considered to be a “partner” in the 

world but only an enemy to be defeated, the debates will not enrich Christian 

doctrine. Christianity in Indonesia must take into account the existence and beliefs of 

other religions, especially those of Islam. Christian theologians must attempt to 

explain the significance of Jesus in full recognition that the Islamic context demands 

new expressions of the doctrine. 

 

The Christology debate focuses on the divinity of Jesus and the question whether 

Jesus is God and vice versa. Some Christian apologists insist on the theological 

position of Jesus as God and vice versa. Islamic theology views this position as 

blasphemy. It will be interesting to see and analyze how Indonesian theologians 

bridge this problem. 



83 

 

CHAPTER III 

CHRISTOLOGY IN THE INDONESIAN CONTEXT 

 

 

1. Introduction 

As discussed in the second chapter, the history of Christian-Muslim dialogue 

regarding Christ in Indonesia has been, for the most part, apologetic. Actually, it has 

been less of a dialogue than a debate defending the doctrine. This debate has tended 

to intensify the tension between Christians and Muslims. Although some Christian 

theologians resorted to an apologetic response, other scholars tried to bring other 

faiths, especially Islam, into the dialogue as a main aspect in their efforts to develop a 

contextual Christology. “Contextual” refers to the careful consideration and taking 

into account of the economic, social, political, and cultural situation of the entire 

system. Their attempts thus encourage the examination of intercultural factors in the 

development of Christology. 

 

After Indonesian independence, some academic theologians attempted to seriously 

take into accountthe phenomenon of religious plurality. The spirit of the 

contextualization of Christian doctrine and religious dialogue made this approach 

possible. Most of their writings belong to the field of general contextual theology and 

the theological foundation of religious dialogue.
1
 Some Indonesian theologians have 

focused on developing a Christology based on contextual reflection. There are three 

contexts to be considered: suffering (poverty and injustice), culture, and religious 

pluralism, especially Islam. I will concentrate on those theologians who have focused 

on the context of Islam in their writings while also considering the other contexts. I 

will analyze one feminist theologian who has been concentrating recently on cultural 

context and has reflected on Christology. Indonesia does not have many feminist 

theologians who comment on Christology. This chapter will elaborate on her 

reflections and those of others. Understanding their expositions will enable us to 

analyze the trends of Christology in Indonesia, especially after Indonesian 

independence. 

 

2. Indonesian Theologians: Answering the Context 

2.1. Understanding Jesus: The Approach of the Local Missionaries in the 19th 

Century 

I will describe the actions of local missionaries, especially in the context of Java, 

because several local missionaries in Java wrote about their understanding of Jesus, 

thus leaving manuscripts for reference. One of the local missionaries adopted Ratu 

Adil, the Just King, a traditional Javanese concept, as an image forJesus. 
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In the early 19
th

 century, Kyai
2
 Tunggul Wulung (1800-1885), a Javanese Christian 

spiritual leader who was working in East and Central Java as a “lay” theologian, 

proposed the concept of Jesus as the Ratu Adil in his teachings and through his 

tembang, Javanese poetry. This concept probably inspired Pieter Jansz, a Dutch 

Mennonite missionary who came to Indonesia in the 19
th

 century. Jansz wrote a book 

called Ratu Adil Penetep Panatagami, in which he portrayed Jesus as the real Ratu 

Adil.
3
 The concept of Ratu Adil must be considered not only in the context of 

religious thinking in the 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries but also as a social movement in Java. 

The concept of Ratu Adil is rooted in the Javanese traditional belief system, kebatinan 

or kejawen, not in Islam. But some branches of Javanese Islam who believe in the 

coming of the Imam Mahdi have adopted it. Imam Mahdi is an imam, a religious 

teacher who will pass judgement on the world. 

 

Later, in Central Java, Kyai Sadrach (1823-1924) also proclaimed this concept of 

Jesus as Ratu Adil. Kyai Sadrach worked together with Kyai Tunggul Wulung in 

Christian villages in Central Java. He sawJesus as a guru (teacher), panutan 

(exemplary figure), the prophet Ngisa Rohullah (the prophet of Isa, the Spirit of 

God),and Ratu Adil.
4
 The concept of guru refers to the process of traditional Javanese 

education called ngelmu in which a student follows a wise teacher (guru) and focuses 

on learning about the essence and meaning of life. The aim of ngelmu is to achieve 

perfection. The students live with their teacher and become part of the teacher’s 

community. Sadrach perceived Jesus as a wise teacher who taught the true knowledge 

of life and whose advice, directions, and way of life should be exemplified. Jesus 

became a panutan, someone who demonstrated positive moral conduct. For Sadrach, 

obedience to Christ meant, first of all, obedience to His teachings, which represented 

an essential part of daily Christian life.
5
 Sadrach’s proposal was similar to the concept 

of imitatio Christi. Meanwhile, the concept of Jesus as the prophet Ngisa Rohullah 

originated under the influence of Islamic theology (the Qur’an refers to Jesus as 

“Isa”). Sadrach added the predicate “Spirit of God” (Rohullah) since the Qur’an 

confirms that the Spirit of God is in Jesus. Of course, the meanings of “Spirit of God” 

in the Bible and the Qur’an are different. Sadrach followed the Christian doctrine of 

the Spirit of God in which Jesus is viewed not as an ordinary prophet but as an 

extraordinary and very powerful prophet. His concept of Jesus as Ratu Adil, 

whichhad first been adopted by his predecessor, Kyai Tunggul Wulung, was actually 

a common concept amongst the adherents of both Islam and traditional Javanese 

religion (kebatinan/kejawen) in the Javanese community. 

 

What is the background of the social context in Java where the concept of Ratu Adil 

originated? It is not easy to trace the origins of Ratu Adil, but it is possible that the 
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concept was a reaction to the suffering of the Javanese people in the ancient Hindu 

kingdom in Java before the 16
th

 century. Hindu philosophy divided the world into 

four periods, kertayuga, tetrayuga, dwaparayuga, and kaliyuga.
6
 The last period will 

be the most difficult. During this period Hindus will have to wait for the god Vishnu 

to come to earth in the form of Ratu Adil and bring prosperity and well-being for all 

people. Thus, Ratu Adil refers to a saviour who would bring well being and rule by 

righteousness. This was Hindu eschatology for Javanese Hindus. The concept of Ratu 

Adil was then adopted by the Islamic society that flourished after the decline of the 

Hindu kingdom. As mentioned previously, Islamic theology in the Javanese context 

longed for the Imam Mahdi. This eschatological expectation developed during the 

period of Dutch colonization when severe living conditions caused extreme suffering 

for the Javanese people. The eschatology of both the Javanese Hindus and the 

Javanese Muslims enhanced the concept of Ratu Adil in their own times. 

 

According to Sartono Kartodirdjo, an Indonesian historian who dedicated himself to 

the study of messianism in Java, the concept of Ratu Adilwas part of a social 

movement in Java that expressed a longing for the millennium and expected the 

coming of the Messiah to end the people’s suffering and difficulties.
7
 This messianic 

hope often erupted in social revolt. Some Javanese kings or leaders who rebelled 

against Dutch colonialism claimed that they had divine revelations from Ratu Adil. 

For example, Diponegoro, a prince from the Mataram kingdom, claimed that he had 

had a divine revelation from Ratu Adil that urged him to lead a revolt against the 

Dutch, which led to the Java War lasting from 1825 to 1830.
8
 Some leaders, such as 

Imam Sudjana, a social leader from Surakarta, identified themselves as Ratu Adil.
9
 

Referring to Islamic eschatology, Kartodirdjo stated that Imam Mahdi, the messianic 

figure in Islamic theology was never identified with Ratu Adil. To preserve Islamic 

theology, he maintained that the coming of Imam Mahdi would follow the 

appearance of Ratu Adil.
10

 

 

Thus, we can conclude that both Kyai Tunggul Wulung and Kyai Sadrach used the 

messianic hope that was alive amongst the Javanese people at that time. They 

contextualized Jesus and his message in terms ofthe social atmosphere current at that 

time. The longing of the Javanese people for a messianic figure aided the success of 

their efforts. They convinced many Javanese to believe in Jesus, but Dutch 

missionaries who strongly criticized them caused problems. The main reproach 

against Kyai Tunggul Wulung was his decision to marry a second wife.
11

 One of the 

many criticisms Dutch missionaries had of Kyai Sadrach was that he himself claimed 

to be Ratu Adil.
12

 The report by P. Bieger, a Dutch teacher who became a missionary 

in Central Java, stated that “although they had a good grasp of the core of the 

Christian message–salvation only through the blood of Christ–but their knowledge of 

                                                           
 
6
 Gani Wiyono, “Ratu Adil: The Javanese Face of Jesus,”Journal of Asian Mission 1, No. 1 (1997), p. 

72 (65-79). 
7
 Sartono Kartodirdjo, “Agrarian Radicalism in Java, Its Setting and Development,” in Culture and 

Politics in Indonesia, Claire Holt (ed.), Singapore: Equinox, 2007, p. 91. 
8
 Ibid., p. 95. 

9
 Ibid., p. 96. 

10
 Ibid.,p. 97. 

11
Partonadi, Sadrach’s Community and its Contextual Roots, p. 60. 

12
 Ibid.,p. 177. 



86 

 

the Word of God was insufficient.”
13

 This inadequate understanding of the Word of 

God led Kyai Sadrach to confuse himself as a Christian leader with Ratu Adil. 

Apparently, this misunderstanding applied not only to Kyai Sadrach but also to 

Javanese Christians in general. Thus, in Bieger’s opinion, the inadequate 

understanding of the Word of God led to a tendency to make several mistakes. 

 

Another Javanese missionary was Paulus Tosari (1813-1882), who presented Jesus as 

a “Perfect Man,” Djanma Sampurna, someone who had “God’s heart” in his life.
14

 As 

a Perfect Man, Jesus would be able to bring other humans nearer to God. In his song, 

he declared, “…manusia yang sempurna adalah Putra Allah yang suci, karena satu 

hati berasal dari Allah yang suci…” (“The Perfect Man is the Holy Son of God 

because one heart comes from the Holy God”).
15

 

 

 

2.2. Contemporary Theologians 

2.2.1. J.B. Banawiratma 

J.B. Banawiratma, a Catholic theologian, was born in Yogyakarta in 1946. He studied 

philosophy at Driyarkara School of Philosophy in Jakarta and theology at the Faculty 

of Theology, Sanata Dharma University of Yogyakarta. In 1980, he received a 

doctoral degree from the University of Innsbrück, Austria, and became a lecturer at 

the Faculty of Theology, Sanata Dharma University, in the field of contextualization 

and systematic theology. From 2003 to the present he has been a professor of 

systematic theology in the Faculty of Theology, Duta Wacana Christian University in 

Yogyakarta. 

 

Banawiratma has made a strong attemptto contextualize Christian theology. In 1977, 

he published a book, Yesus Sang Guru (Jesus the Teacher), in an attempt to present 

Jesus Christ to the Javanese people. He argues that the Indonesian contextual 

approach needs to go through a process of critical dialogue with its contextual 

partners, i.e.,(a) the Christian community (men and women), (b) Christian 

communities in the history of Indonesian churches, (c) the poor and marginalized, (d) 

Indonesian cultures, (e) other religions, and (f) Christian traditions, including the 

Scriptures. Every partner has a concrete context and, therefore, the dialogue must 

always have an intercontextual character. He attempted to include the entire 

Indonesian context in Christology. His primary concern, however are the poor and 

marginalized peoples, cultures, and other religions.
16

 

 

For Banawiratma, “the church” always means “the church in the world,” i.e., the 

church as it exists in the world with other communities and cultures. Thus, it is 

important to understand how we communicate the Gospel of Christ to the world. For 
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this reason, contextualization refers to the attempts of a community of faith to live out 

the Gospel of Christ.
17

 Banawiratma states that there are at least two cultural contexts 

involved: that of the community and that of the Gospel. Christian faith is never 

experienced outside of a context. Therefore, the attempt at contextualization always 

includes an intercultural or intercontextual encounter. These encounters enable 

Christians to speak of their hopes, needs, and meanings. A community can never be 

isolated from its own context. That is impossible. Nonetheless, we must realize that 

the context has its own richness and its own limits. Through cultural encounters 

communities share values. 

 

This happens not only between cultures but also between religions. Every religion has 

its own historical background and its own values. It is not merely preparation for the 

Gospel or deviation from the Gospel.
18

 The work of the Holy Spirit cannot be limited 

by the church as the Holy Spirit is present both within and outside the church. The 

historical limits of revelation and the human condition carries an obligation to be 

open to others outside of one’sreligion. 

 

What is the foundation of contextual theology? Banawiratma states that it is, first, the 

incarnation and, second, the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ.
19

 The incarnation 

refers to Jesus, as the Son of God, in human form. The concept of incarnation leads 

Christians to understand that, as a human, Jesus suffered, was crucified, and 

resurrected. This represents the “Good News,” which has been experienced by the 

church in a particular context, including a culture and a worldview. Presenting Jesus 

in this context means presenting the Jesus who suffered, was crucified, and 

resurrected, and not the Jesus before he suffered, was crucified, and resurrected. The 

canonical books presented Jesus in the context ofa “confession of faith” after his 

resurrection. This faith has always been interpreted and will always be interpreted by 

the community. 

 

Banawiratma is aware of the tension between particularity and universality. The 

suffering, crucifixion, and resurrection of Jesus is meaningful or even decisive for all 

cultures. It is universal. The culture or context is our particularity. The tension 

between particularity and universality cannot be overcome by abstract formulation 

but only by dialectical and continuous communication. Furthermore, the decisive 

element of Jesus’ life is expressed not only verbally but more particularly through 

action. Banawiratma calls it a process of transformation, i.e., the transformation of 

our particularity. This transformation can bring about the further transformations of 

individuals and societies. As a result, human spirituality develops and grows. 

Banawiratma uses the concept of the pastoral circle developed by Joe Holland and 
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Peter Henriot to contextualize the church in the present situation.
20

 There are four 

steps in the process: (1) identification of the problems, (2) context analysis, (3) 

theological reflection, and (4) strategic and pastoral planning. The circle is an 

acknowledgment of reality because the circle helps to understand, and to respond to, 

a phenomenon. Reality becomes an important factor for theological reflection and 

action. Contextual theology makes one reflect on” “What is the question, what is the 

concern?” Different questions lead to different answers. 

 

Banawiratma states that being a Christian means following Jesus Christ as the way, 

the truth, and the life (John 14:6), to be with him where he is, and to do what he did 

and is doing now.
21

 Understanding and following Jesus requires being receptiveto the 

context. Faith praxis and its reflection always happens in a certain place and time. For 

that reason, orthopraxis has priority over orthodoxy, and both are performed 

contextually. Without a contextual interpretation, Christological reflection tends to 

adopt a foreign Christology. It is important to approach the mystery of Christ through 

the contextual method. 

 

In the contextual method, the concrete experiences of Christians encounter other faith 

experiences. In Indonesia, Muslims have their faith experiences with Jesus, or Isa, 

since the Sumbanese or Ambonese have their own experiences. The Sumbanese call 

God “Mother-Father.”
22

 These experiences can be extended to other interpretations of 

Christ, such as Marxist or existentialist philosophical interpretations. 

 

According to Banawiratma, the disciples of Christ today are living in both 

universality and particularity. The universality of Christ is the meaning of Christ for 

all human beings; the particularity of Christ is the meaning of Christ for our present 

context. In the context of religious pluralism, Jesus has a constitutive role for human 

salvation (universality) in relationship to the other religious traditions 

(particularity).
23

 Who continues the transformative work of Christ? The Holy Spirit, 

says Banawiratma. Being present and active in our lives, the Holy Spirit brings the 

community of faith (church) to the mystery of Christ, which is greater than all church 

traditions. The followers of Christianity must realize that the mystery of God is more 

than the other doctrines and experiences. 
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Christian theology tends to make Christology “monocultural.” This is non-contextual 

Christology. According to Banawiratma, there are three patterns of monocultural 

Christology.
24

 First, there is colonial Christology, which believes that local culture is 

morally depraved and contrary to Christ. Second is paternalistic Christology, which 

does not respect other cultures nor allow for their importance. The third is indifferent 

Christology, which assumes that Christianity is the same everywhere. Because Christ 

is the same everywhere, indifferent Christology assumes that Christ is not decisive 

and does not have a distinctive meaning. For Christ to have adistinctive meaning 

would imply that Christ could be understood in different contexts. Banawiratma 

rejects all monocultural Christologies. He argues that contextual Christology is built 

by critical dialogue with all of the relevant contexts. In Indonesia, the dialogue will 

result in an Indonesian Christology. 

 

Banawiratma develops several images of Jesus for the Indonesian context: Jesus as a 

Teacher in the context of the Javanese people, Jesus as a Liberator in the context of 

poverty, Jesus as a Revealer in the context of traditional beliefs, and Jesus as the 

Word of God in the context of Islam. 

 

2.2.1.1. Jesus as the Teacher 

Banawiratma compares the relationship between teacher and disciple in both the 

elitist and popular cultural traditions of Java with the community described in the 

gospel of John. He presents Jesus to the Javanese people as a guru, a teacher. Because 

there are similarities between the Javanese and Christian traditions regarding higly 

respected and honoured teachers, Banawiratma believes that the Javanese would 

understand the concept of Jesus as a teacher. Religious experiences of the Javanese 

must develop in dialogue with the gospel. 

 

The concept of guru has a central position in the context of the Javanese religion and 

social life. This is not only because of the influence of Hinduism, Buddhism, and 

Islam but also because of ancient indigenous traditions that existed prior to the arrival 

of Hinduism.
25

 In ancient Java, a guru was a religious leader who taught the 

foundations of a moral life and unity with God, which is a basic aim of traditional 

Javanese religion. The guru shows what one must do to achieve unity with God. The 

guru’s knowledge, charisma, and “supernatural powers” impress and attract disciples 

who are dedicated, obedient, and respectful. 

 

Using the gospel of John as an example, Banawiratma states that John called Jesus 

“Teacher” to show the special relationship between Jesus and God the Father and that 

between Jesus and his disciples. Jesus’function as teacher should be understood in the 

context of the Old Testament. In the Old Testament, “Teacher” refers to God the 

Father (Isaiah 54:13). John called Jesus “Teacher” to emphasize his divine authority 

(John 6:45). Jesus did only what God the Father told him to do. Thus, the works of 

Jesus are the works of God. In Jesus, we meet God and become one with Him. 

 

What is the concept of discipleship in the gospel of John? Banawiratma defines 

“disciple” as a person who has faith in Jesus and who follows him as their teacher. 
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The deep relationship between the teacher and his disciples has a profound impact on 

their lives. The teacher requires loyalty from his disciples since, without it, the 

relationship between teacher and disciples amounts to nothing. 

 

A point of encounter between Javanese religion and Christianity is the image of the 

teacher as someone who has knowledge aboutlife, teaches about the origins of life, 

and guides his students to experience unity with God. For that reason, Banawiratma 

proposes that Christianity should present Jesus as a teacher to the Javanese: Jesus 

answers the yearning of humans to be united with God. The unity between human 

beings and Jesus the teacher leads to unity between human beings and God.  

 

To the Javanese Christians the concept of guru is understandable and acceptable. The 

question is how Javanese Muslims understand the concept of guru? Guru is not an 

alien concept for the Javanese Muslims but the “divine Guru” that refers to and is 

identified as God would be difficult to be accepted unless the concept of “divine” is 

understood as “relating to God”. Thus, although Javanese Muslims would be able to 

accept the concept of “divine Guru” of Jesus, nevertheless the “Islamic aspect” that 

of tawhid, the Oneness of God, remains valid. Banawiratma realises this and he 

proposed his concept to bridge the gap between Javanese kebatinan and Christianity, 

but not between Javanese Islam and Christianity.    

 

2.2.1.2. Jesus as the Revealer 

In the context of cultural pluralism, Banawiratma portrays Jesus as the Revealer. 

Jesus reveals the mystery of God and the mystery of humankind.
26

 Jesus reveals the 

mystery of salvation and also why humankind crucified Jesus. Following a theory 

proposed by René Girard, Banawiratma states that Jesus is and must be a scapegoat. 

Butthat is not all he was. From the beginning Jesus confronted Jewish legalism with 

the idea of the Kingdom of God, and this conflict between Jesus and the Jewish 

leaders increased over time. The tension between Jesus and the Jewish religious 

leaders shows that violence is rooted in the human heart, and Jesus’ sacrifice was to 

face that violence. Humans felt anger towards God, and that became visible when 

ordinary people, Jewish religious leaders, and the Roman government combined 

falsehood with violent intent. Jesus revealed the peoples’ will to kill him, and this 

finally emerged when they shouted “Crucify him! Crucify him!” (Luke 23:21). 

 

Why did Banawiratma depict Jesus as the Revealer? He realized that many tribes in 

Indonesia use the image of a scapegoat/sacrifice in their rituals that embodies a 

“divine mystery” in relation to the human as “sacrificer”. Since Jesus the Revealer 

reveals the mystery every tribe should be able to understand Jesus. 

 

2.2.1.3. Jesus as the Liberator 

The other context that concerns Banawiratma is poverty and injustice. He states that 

Jesus presented himself as the Liberator, bringing an alternative way of life.
27

 The 

meaning of Jesus’ relationship to God and his suffering unto death, as well as his 

resurrection, should be understood from the perspective of the poor and marginalized. 

Following Aloysius Pieris, Banawiratma holds that there are two categories of poor 
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people. First, there are the victims of mammon. Poverty is forced upon them because 

of poor state management by “worshippers of mammon.” Second, there are the 

renouncers of mammon as followers of Christ. These are people who make 

themselves poor for the sake of entering the Kingdom as Jesus demanded.
28

 In the 

Indonesian context, the poor and marginalized are often victims of gender injustice, 

economic injustice, unemployment, and human trafficking (children and women). A 

holistic approach is needed. 

 

Following Pieris and Stanley Samartha, Banawiratma proposes the idea of 

orthopraxis or Christopraxis in the context of poverty.
29

 Orthopraxis means “right 

practise” and can refer to a struggle for justice, to empower the poor within the 

perspectives of gender justice, human rights, and eco-justice. Empowering the poor is 

the main concern. Christopraxis emphasizes not only words but also contemplation 

that leads towards action. This means that Christ is contemplated during the process 

of empowering the poor. What about Christian doctrine – does it have a decisive role 

in the gospels? According to Banawiratma, we can describe the relationship between 

doctrine and practice (praxis) with the message of the gospels. We cannot 

underestimate doctrines and dogmas; rather, we need to appreciate them. But 

mastering doctrines and dogmas is not a decisive criteria for becoming a disciple of 

Jesus. What is decisive is to follow and to do what Jesus did. The important message 

of Jesus as the Liberator lies in taking action. Christopraxis emphasizes not only the 

message of the gospels; it also stresses contemplation of the message in such a way 

that action results. Without Christopraxis it is impossible to know and to follow Jesus 

and it is impossible to develop a responsible Christology because the disciples of 

Christ must live as he did. The experience of Christ motivates His disciples to help 

the poor and the marginalized.
30

 

 

Banawiratma argues that the church has not been active in responding to social 

problem sin its history in Indonesia. During the colonial era, the churches did not 

question colonialism and exploitation. Today, the churches in Indonesia must re-

evaluate their positions and take a clear stand on the side of the poor and the 

marginalized. The meaning of Jesus as the Liberator who lives at the heart of the 

churches in Indonesia is that the church must take responsibility for liberating the 

poor and the marginalized. 

 

2.2.1.4. Jesus as the Word of God 

In dialogue with other religions, Banawiratma distinguishes between indifferent 

pluralism and dialogical pluralism. Indifferent pluralism is an apathetic response to 

other religions, while dialogical pluralism is the openness and willingness to 

encounter other religions.
31

 The dialogical pluralism has an integrity in the context of 

religious pluralism. The proper attitude in religious pluralism is to recognize and 

accept the uniqueness and meaning of every religion, realizing that each can learn 

from the other. There is significant meaning in other religions that leads to a better 

understanding of the Truth. For Banawiratma, the other religions are not just 

preparatio evangelica or stepping stones to the Gospel of Christ. But neither are they 
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simply deviatio ab evangelio.
32

 They have their own meaning in the historical 

manifestation of an incomprehensible God. The relevance of the other religions lies 

in the fact that Christians who follow Jesus live amongst people of other religions and 

learn from them. Jesus does not belong exclusively to Christians since other religions, 

including Islam, have their own traditions about Jesus that honour Him as a prophet. 

 

Some theologians say that the meeting point between Christianity and Islam is the 

Qur’an, the Holy Scriptures of Islam, and Jesus. For Christians, Jesus is the Word of 

God; for Muslims, the Qur’an is the Word of God. Thus, the starting point for 

dialogue is the Word of God.
33

 We cannot compare Jesus with the figure of Isa in the 

Qur’an because Isa is not considered to be equal to the Qur’an. As Banawiratma 

states, however, the Qur’an is the Word of God, Kalam Allah, which is divine, and 

human beings can hear and recite it. Thus, the Qur’an mediates between God and 

human beings, whereas in the Christian faith, the mediator between God and humans 

is Jesus. Hence, a parallel can be drawn between Jesus and the Qur’an. Banawiratma 

argues, however, that the point of contact between Christianity and Islam is not Jesus 

and the Qur’an as scriptures but Jesus and the Qur’an as the Word of God. The 

existence of the Qur’an as the Word of God is more profound than its status as 

scripture. The Word of God represents a direct expression of God; scriptures do not. 

Thus, the Word of God is a paradigm for the mediation between God and human 

beings. Muslims may find it easier to understand Jesus in this context. 

 

Actually, this concept is not new. Mark Beaumont stated that, in the early years of 

Islam, the concept of Jesus as the Word of God was the contact point between 

Christianity and Islamic theology. He found that, in the year of 740, an anonymous 

Christian apologist made a strong case for explaining Jesus as the Word of God to 

Muslims.
34

 This anonymous Christian writer realised that Islamic theology rejected 

the Sonship of Jesus, thus the writer proposed using the concept of the Word of God 

to bridge the gap in understanding the nature of the Sonship of Jesus. Aware of the 

sensitivity of the topic, the writer carefully proposed the metaphor of the Word of 

God as similar to the sun that produces rays of light. The Word is the sunray. 

 

Banawiratma accepts the Qur’an as one of God’s revelations to mankind that contains 

the story of Jesus. To bridge Christian and Islamic theology, one must accept the 

Qur’an as God’s revelation. From this starting point, Banawiratma proceeds to 

explore the idea that Jesus is equivalent withthe Qur’an and not with Muhammad 

since the Qur’an is understood to bethe Word of God, incarnate and as having existed 

before time. This means that God revealed Himself not only through Jesus but also 

through other media, one of which is the Qur’an. In Jesus, God took on human form 

and dealt directly with human problems, including sin. Thus, in Christian theology, 

the “revealed God” means that God “empties” (kenoo) Himself so that humans can 

understand and respond to Him, and at the same time, they can learn of God’s 

willingness to save humanity. 
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The concept of the Word of God can mediate the concept of the Holy Spirit and the 

Trinity.
35

 How can Islam understand the concept of the Holy Spirit? As the Word of 

God, the Qur’an is divine and embodies power. When a human recites the verses of 

the Qur’an, God’s power is called into presence. This power enables the Word of God 

to become the word of humans and imbues it with the spirit of life. Thus, the Word of 

God becomes alive in humans. In the Christian tradition, this presence is the Holy 

Spirit. To believe in the Holy Spirit means to believe in the power of God at work in 

human beings and in the world (Rom. 5:5, 15-16). In conclusion, Banawiratma states 

that God the Father, Christ the Son, and the Holy Spirit can be compared with God, 

the Qur’an, and God’s power in Islam. Islam may help Christians deepen their 

understanding of the Trinity. 

 

In an attempt to explain the Trinity to Muslims, Banawiratma links Jesus to the Holy 

Spirit. The Holy Spirit plays an important role in Banawiratma’s Christology, since 

the Holy Spirit connects Jesus with God the Father. He called his concept “Trinitarian 

Christology.”
36

 Banawiratma describes Jesus’ experiences in trinitarian terms. His 

humble life led to the cross. The Holy Spirit was present in Christ’s work from 

beginning to end, and the role the Spirit played in the Trinity was not a subsidiary but 

equal part. The incarnation of Christ brought the will of creation back into harmony 

with the Divine Will. This is Christ’s redemption: to redeem all of creation. This is 

the history of God’s freedom, Jesus’ freedom, and human freedom.
37

 Through the 

Holy Spirit, Christians follow Jesus and search for truth in other religious experiences 

and teachings as well as in the whole cosmos. Today, humans cannot see or make 

contact with Jesus physically; but the Holy Spirit empowers them to experience Jesus 

and to contemplate Him in their lives. 

 

2.2.2. Andreas Yewangoe 

Andreas Yewangoe was born in Mamboru, Timor Island, in 1945 and earned a PhD 

from VU University Amsterdam in 1987. He has worked asa lecturer in the Faculty 

of Theology, Artha Wacana Christian University in Kupang and is now chairman of 

the Communion of Churches in Indonesia (Persekutuan Gereja-gereja di Indonesia, 

PGI). 

 

Like Banawiratma, Yewangoe was influenced by Aloysius Pieris in his view that the 

context of Christian theology in Asia is poverty and religious pluralism. Yewangoe 

tried to combine two factors in his theology: Marxist social analysis and cultural 

analysis. His social analysis was influenced by the liberation theology of Latin 

America, while his cultural analysis was influenced by Pieris. Yewangoe states that 

liberation theology lacks cultural analysis and that Pieris’ ideas of Asian poverty and 

religious pluralism must be understood if an Asian liberation theology is to be 

developed. Because liberation theology borrows from Marx’ social analysis, which 

arose in a Western context, an adjustment must be made for application in Asia where 

the cultural aspect is important. 
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Yewangoe criticizes liberation theology, saying that it does not allow for the fact that 

a society must develop over time. He suspects that it was intended merely to extricate 

a community from injustice. The original purposes of liberation theology are 

inadequate. A theology of liberation that considers the developmental aspect is 

needed. In Indonesia, the New Order government promoted the ideology of 

development from 1966 until 1998. Suharto, president of the New Order 

administration, claimed that Indonesia had to develop if it was to become a rich 

country. Economic growth became the main target of the government. Development, 

however, requires sacrifice. Throughout Indonesian history, those who made the 

largest sacrifices were the poor. T.B. Simatupang,
38

 a famous Indonesian lay 

theologian, proposed that theology should support the ideology of development and 

that Christians in Indonesia should support the process of development in the country. 

Yewangoe criticizes the theology of development, saying that it does not liberate 

poor people.
39

 Development should liberate people not only economically but also 

socially by establishing freedom and equality. He proposes a combination of 

liberation theology with a cultural perspective and economic focus. A community 

guided by liberation theology would protect poor people, and a community guided by 

the theology of development should produce economic growth. Thus, theology in 

Indonesia needs to consider the problem of the poor who have been sacrificed on 

behalf of an ideology of development that was promoted by the Indonesian 

government. 

 

Yewangoe’s theology focuses on suffering. Following Edward Schillebeeckx, 

Yewangoe states that suffering could lead to hope and freedom in the future. 

Suffering connects contemplation, which provides peace and freedom of mind, with 

praxis to shape the future.
40

 Contemplation (mysticism) in Asian religions does not 

always concern itself with sociopolitical problems. Action without contemplation is 

radicalism; contemplation without action is lax and egocentric. Christianity should 

encourage contemplation (mysticism) that joinswith action to address sociopolitical 

problems. In this way, Christian contemplation (mysticism) could add something 

practical to the mysticism of Asian religions. This would be an important 

transformation of Christian theology in Asia. 

 

Actually, Islam has its own “Christology.” According to his contextual Christology, 

Yewangoe states that Christians must be ready and willing to accept and listen to 

Islamic Christology.
41

 It could be possible that Islam has retained the “original” 

Christology because Christianity in Syria had influenced Islam’s images of Christ. 

Pauline Christology later became more widely accepted than the Syrian Christology. 

Presently, Christianity should be open to Islamic Christology, especially in the 

Indonesian context. Islam’s rejection of Christian Christology cannot be ignored, 

however; there is always a common point of connection. 
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2.2.2.1. Jesus as the God who Suffers 

Some Asian theologians conceive of Jesus as the God who suffers.
42

 This distinctive 

Asian interpretation challenges the concept of a God who cannot feel pain. Yewangoe 

states that the concept of the suffering God not only goes against the Asian religions 

but also against traditional Christian doctrine that holds to an all-powerful God who 

cannot suffer. This is a kind of “apathetic theology.” Apathetic theology maintains 

that God is impassibile, i.e., God cannot suffer because of His divine nature. 

Apathetic theology has its roots in Aristotle’s notion of the “unmoved mover.” The 

concept of the “unmoved mover” influenced Christian doctrine to suggest that God is 

an apathetic God. As a human being however, Jesus did suffer. Yewangoe shows how 

Asian theologians emphasize the suffering God as a main theological belief. In 

Korea, Minjung theology
43

 holds that God suffers. The term minjung refers to 

ordinary people, the masses, or the poor in Korea. They are farmers, fishermen, 

labourers, and the unemployed, and they suffer because of injustice. God is with and 

for them; He will liberate the minjung. Indian theologians like Stanley Samartha in 

his book The Hindu Response to the Unbound Christ
44

 talk about the compassionate 

God who identifies Himself with people who are suffering. In Japan, Kazoh Kitamori 

explored the concept that suffering is the existence of God in his book, Theology of 

the Pain of God.
45

 Thus, there is indeed a reason for human suffering. 

 

Jesus is the personification of God who lived with human pain. He suffered not for 

himself but for others. Jesus shows us how to live with and overcome suffering. Can 

it be said that Jesus failed because He was crucified? Yewangoe disagrees. Jesus’ 

crucifixion was the highest level of God’s suffering. But Jesus’ resurrection defeated 

suffering. This is related to the concept of the Kingdom of God: The Kingdom of God 

is coming, and Jesus is the symbol of the Kingdom that shows how God rules the 

universe with justice and peace. Injustice that causes suffering will be defeated. 

 

How did Jesus identify Himself with suffering people? He did so, first, by speaking 

out against injustice. Minjung theology sees social and political circumstances as the 

Jesus’ causes of suffering and death. This is why his minjung followers identify 

Jesus’ position with their own. They are both symbols of people who want justice and 

peace. Jesus is still suffering right up to the present with the minjung. The second 

way he identifies with suffering people is through contemplation. Following Kazoh 

Kitamori, Yewangoe explains that the cross is the symbol of God’s suffering. God 

and humanity are united in this symbol. Contemplation and action against injustice 

come together in reflection on people’s suffering. Contemplation provides the 

strength to endure suffering that can be overcome by action. Jesus combined action 

with contemplation.
46

 

 

What is important about Jesus’ suffering is the understanding that God has been 

active throughout history. Yewangoe states that Jesus’incarnation is one event of 
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God’s presence in human history, which is the history of God’s activity in the world. 

God has taken on different roles, one of which is to share in human suffering. Jesus 

suffered because that is “God’s compulsion.”
47

 God is bound to this as He gives 

strength to people who suffer. 

 

A critical question emerges: What is the relationship between God’s suffering and 

His omnipotence? If we believe that God suffered and sacrificed Himself, how can 

we believe that He is omnipotent? Following he Dutch theologian Herman 

Wiersinga,
48

 Yewangoe states that God truly suffered but at the same time, is able to 

go beyond it because of divine transcendence. God’s transcendence is his 

omnipotence. 

 

Although Muslims are the majoriy in Indonesia, and thus the majority of the people 

who suffer from poverty, this does not mean that the concept of God who suffers is 

easy to accept. However, the concept ‘touches’ the heart of the people, living in 

poverty, and tells them that God is with them. It is a contextual expression of  

theological reflection in Indonesia, like it is in other contexts as well (India, South 

Korea and Japan).   

 

2.2.2.2. Jesus as a Kurban 

In the context of suffering in Indonesia and Indonesian traditional religions, 

Yewangoe proposes the image of Jesus as a kurban.
49

 In Indonesian, the term kurban 

has two meanings: (1) victim, and (2) sacrifice. “Victim” refers to something or 

somebody who suffers harm as a direct or indirect result of a particular action, event, 

or circumstance, such as an earthquake. “Sacrifice” refers to something that is offered 

to God. A kurban has the function of reconciling differences and promoting peace. 

The Dayak of Kalimantan sacrifice buffaloes or pigs reconciled with the gods. The 

blood of the animal kurban renews the relationship between the community and the 

gods. Similar sacrificial ceremonies in other traditional indigenous religions are 

found throughout Indonesia, including North Sumatra (Batak), Central Sulawesi 

(Poso), and Timor (Belu).
50

 

 

Jesus is a kurban in both senses. On the one hand, he was a victim of social, political, 

and religious circumstances. Jewish religious leaders arrested him, and he was tried 

and crucified. He is also a kurban in the sense of sacrifice since he sacrificed himself 

to renew the relationship between God and humanity, and to bring “new life” to that 

relationship. Jesus brings reconciliation. Thus, Jesus is more than just a victim; he is a 

reconciler, and, as such, he is in an active position to achieve atonement.  

 

According to tribal religions, actually, the tradition of sacrifice is not unusual in 

Indonesia. It is part of the belief in the divine and acts to stimulate divine action in the 

world. The sultanate in Yogyakarta continues to observe the annual labuhan offerings 
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to the spirits that reside in the Merapi volcano north of the city and to Ratu Kidul, the 

Queen of the South Seas, south of the city. The labuhan offerings include clothes, 

food, and animal heads. The purpose is to maintain harmony with the spirit world to 

assure human well-being and safety. Thus, humankind and its salvation are the main 

concerns of this ceremony. 

 

In 1983, Andreas Yewangoe published a detailed study on the tribal traditions of 

sacrifice in Indonesia.
51

 He points out that the tradition of an individual giving up 

something for the greater interest is not the monopoly of Christianity nor is it found 

only in the Bible; it is present in tribal religions. Yewangoe observes that the practice 

of sacrifice in tribal religions is associated with an “attitude of reconciliation,” 

especially in the case of an act that violates the rules of social custom (adat) or an act 

of “sin.” These acts are not tolerated. The person who violates social rules must admit 

to the acts, ask for forgiveness, and vow not to repeat the acts so that harmony can be 

restored. In tribal religions, the purpose of the sacrifice was not only to establish a 

balance with the ancestral spirits or with divine forces but also to establish balance in 

the local community. 

 

Yewangoe cites an example from the tradition of sacrifice in Sumba, East Nusa 

Tenggara, in the traditional Sumbanese belief called Marapu.
52

 In Sumba, human life 

is controlled by supernatural powers that determine the harmonization of nature. 

Therefore, a balance must be maintained between humans and the supernatural 

powers. If humans err, if they, for instance, commit adultery, then balance and 

harmony will be disrupted, possibly leading to chaos not only for the individual 

perpetrator but also for the entire community. To ask for forgiveness and to restore 

the balance, the perpetrators must offer a sacrifice. Thus, the function of thesacrifice 

is to restore balance. For the people of Sumba, peace between humans and the 

supernatural spirits is very important. The sacrifices restore the balance and peace 

that has been threatened. Yewangoe writes: “Kurban memulihkan kembali ke 

seimbangan, ia mengembalikan lagi seseorang ke dalam status berdamai dengan para 

penguasa alam-gaib”
53

 [Translation: The kurban restores the balance; it brings a 

person back into a peaceful relationship with the supernatural]. 

 

Another example is from the Atoni tribe in Timor.
54

 The Atoni believe that the 

universe is dominated by many spirits and powers that control human beings and the 

universe. These forces can be threatening. Society must offer sacrifices so that these 

powers do not destroy the world. The ritual of sacrifice is also performed if there is a 

violation of order. People who violate the order of the universe, including the social 

order, will receive a punishment or retaliation in the form of illness or even death. 

The offender must admit his guilt to recover. An honest confession must be made to 

recognize the sacrifice. If there is no admission to the violation, then the sacrifice is 

meaningless. Yewangoe notes that the rituals of sacrifice intribal religions include an 

implicit belief in transcendental justice, implying that those who do wrong to others 

or to the universe will be punished. Transcendental justice is a symbol of divine 

justice. Divine justice punishes those who violate the divine order. He says: 
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di samping segala bentuk kutuk, pembalasan atau apa pun namanya, secara 

samar-samar tersirat di dalamnya kepercayaan akan adanya keadilan yang 

bersifat transcendental. Tetapi keadilan yang transcendental itu harus dibantu 

perwujudannya di dalam kenyataan hidup ini, andaikata hal itu belum dan atau 

terlambat berlakunya.…semacam denda penebusan dilakukan.
55

 

 

[Translation:  next to all kinds of curses, retaliation, or whatever it is called, there is 

an implicit belief in transcendental justice. But the realization of this transcendental 

justice must be manifested in real life as well. If this has not yet happened or is 

late …a certain kind of penance is paid.] 

 

If the transcendental justice does not manifest itself and the violator has not yet 

“paid” for the violation, then society should act as the representative of 

transcendental justice. When society punishes a trespasser and accepts his sacrifice, 

justice has been served. 

 

The concept of restoring balance to the universal order is also present in the traditions 

of the Dayak Ngaju in Kalimantan.
56

 In their view of the cosmos, humanity lives in a 

divinely determined cosmic order and must comply with the rules set forth by the 

divine. But that divine order is often violated and then restoration must be achieved. 

In the past, according to several myths, the community and the transgressor atoned 

for the violation by pouring animal blood on sacred places. The transgressor often 

used his own blood, not that of animals, from a cut in one of his fingers. It was a 

symbolic, not merely ceremonial, sacrifice.
57

 

 

Yewangoe compares the tradition of sacrifice in tribal religions with the sacrifice of 

Jesus in that Jesus sacrificed himself to restore harmony between neighbours, the 

universe, and God. Continuous creation and the integrity of the natural order of the 

universe must be maintained. Yewangoe underlines that, in the Christian tradition, 

Jesus’ sacrifice introduced something new, i.e., sanctification.
58

 Humankind, which 

was alienated and out of harmony with God’s order, is sanctified by Jesus’ sacrifice 

on the cross. Thus, his sacrifice is the atonement whose salvific purpose is found not 

only on an individual level but also on the level of society. His sacrifice was unique 

and perfect. For Yewangoe, Jesus took the place of humans. But Yewangoe rejects 

Anselm’s idea that Jesus sacrificed himself to change God’s mind so that there could 

be peace between God and humankind, ignoring the relationships between fellow 

human beings.
59

 For Yewangoe, Anselm forgot that God’s relationship with human 

could not be separated from interhuman relationships. 

 

Thus, for people in many parts in Indonesia, especially those who are familiar with 

the tradition of sacrifice, Jesus’s sacrifice is comprehensible. Harmony, healing, and 

reconciliation are important in the traditions of sacrifice. But many churches in 

Indonesia focus instead on explanations on the ontological aspects of Jesus, using 
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classical Christology terms such as “Jesus has one substance with God but two 

natures” and  “Jesus and the Father are the same divine being,”
60

 which are difficult 

to comprehend. Those phrases have their own contexts, and Indonesian churches 

should look at presenting the doctrines in ways that would be more appropriate in the 

new local contexts. 

 

 

Referring to the Old Testament, Yewangoe states that peace offerings (Hebrew: 

shelamim) are related to shalom, peace, prosperity, and social welfare.
61

 Israelites 

sought shalom, peace and prosperity, but most importantly, forgiveness. That is why 

they presented offerings to God. They also strove to be just and righteous. For Jesus 

to bea kurban meant that he would bring shalom, peace, and prosperity. But his 

followers were also required to live ethical and moral lives and be obedient to Jesus’ 

teachings. 

 

Could the concept of Jesus as a kurban be suitable to the context of Islam in 

Indonesia? According to Yewangoe, this would depend on the concept of kurban in 

Islam,
62

 which is rooted in the Ibrahim’s willingness to sacrifice Ishmael, his son. 

This is an important event in Islam. It is the occasion for one of the two annual 

canonical Muslim feasts, the Feast of Sacrifice (‘id al-adha). The hajj, the annual 

Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca, ends on the Feast of Sacrifice and includes a stoning 

ceremony
63

 as a reminder of Abraham’s and Ishmael’s obedience to God. In the Feast 

of Sacrifice, Muslims sacrifice animals, the meat of which is divided into three 

portions and shared with the needy and neighbours, with the final third for one’s own 

household. In the Bible God rejected Ishmael. He declared that He would establish 

his covenant with Isaac and not with Ishmael, and Abraham almost sacrificed Isaac, 

not Ishmael. Thus, according to Yewangoe, Ishmael’s or Isaac’s sacrifice is a 

sensitive point between Christians and Muslims. The relative roles and positions of 

Ishmael and Isaac complicate the interpretations of kurban. If the concept of kurban 

in Islam is similar to the concept of kurban in Christianity, then it can be used as a 

common basis, but Yewangoe suggests we need to find a more suitable example. 

 

Yewangoe argued that the Christology of Jesus as a kurban is not pessimistic
64

 

because the story does not end with the death of Jesus. The resurrection of Christ 

means that Jesus’ sacrifice was effective. His sacrifice cannot be separated from His 

resurrection. There is no resurrection without sacrifice, and sacrifice without the 

resurrection becomes meaningless. Memoria passionis and memoria resurrectionis 

must be contemplated and understood together.
65

 Resurrection is the symbol of 

transformation; Jesus transforms the relationship between God and human beings. 
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Therefore, there is hope that suffering will be transformed into the realization of 

justice, peace, and reconciliation. 

 

2.2.2. Daniel Lucas Lukito 

Daniel Lucas Lukito is the rector of the Southeast Asia Theological Seminary in 

Malang, East Java. He teaches systematic theology and contemporary theology. He 

holds a ThD from the South East Asia Graduate School of Theology in Singapore. 

Unlike the other Protestant theologians discussed in this chapter who come from 

mainline church backgrounds and seminaries, Lukito comes from an Evangelical 

church and seminary. 

 

Within the Indonesian context that he describes in terms ofreligious plurality, 

poverty, and social injustice, Lukito proposes Christopraxis as a tool for reflection 

and presention of Jesus in everyday life. His concept follows the Christopraxis of 

Choan Seng Song, whose contextual theology proposes a dialogue between context 

(as text), scripture, and tradition. There is also a dialogue with Christ who defends 

people in their struggle in life and brings compassion, liberation, hope, and peace.
66

 

In this way, Song’s Christopraxis comes to actuality in the midst of human need. The 

incarnation of God in Christ is seen in the light of openness to other faiths. The 

incarnation of God has a deep meaning in other religions. 

 

Lukito states that, in the multireligious context of Indonesia, Christians should 

present Jesus for the purpose of dialogue and cooperation rather than in an apologetic 

defensive, and insensitive fashion.
67

 He proposes three principles for such a dialogue. 

 

The first is that Christians should insist on holding to the basic truth of the Christian 

doctrine of Jesus as the Truth. Here Lukito means propositional truth. Each religion 

has its own propositional truth and believes in it as truth. This is a challenge in any 

dialogue with other religions. Dialogue does not mean compromising any truth, 

which would entail losing the foundation. At the same time, Christians should enter 

into a dialogue without feelings of inferiority, which indicates inequality amongst the 

participants in the dialogue. Lukito tries to separate an insistence on any one 

universal truth – which implies that the other religions are “less true” or not true at all 

– from the issue of treating everyone with respect. There is no connection between 

the judgment of other religions and the treatment of the followers of other religions. 

 

Second, Christians should be highly committed to their faith. In his opinion, the best 

dialogue will take place among people who are committed to the absolute truth of 

their own religious tradition.
68

 He criticizes Christian theologians who argue that 

openness to other faiths entails dismantling distinctive Christian doctrines, such as 

the incarnation, redemption, and the divinity of Christ. Without commitment, it is 

impossible to engage in dialogue. Further, quoting Colossians 1:19, Lukito defends 

Christ as the fullness of God. Even more, Christ is the one and only Saviour, and the 
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only mediator between God and humans.
69

 For Lukito, this Christian doctrine should 

strengthen all Christians who enter into dialogue with the followers of other religions. 

 

Third, Christians should have a positive attitude towards others. In addition totruth 

and commitment, a positive attitude is the final important element in the context of 

dialogue. Acceptance with love, willingness to listen, and respect are all necessary 

elements in building a community. But this element could lead to a challenge of the 

elements of truth and commitment because, he states, “dialogue implies respect, love, 

friendship, and willingness to listen. It is a willingness to take the risk that other 

parties may be right and that knowledge of this fact may lead to the changing of 

positions.”
70

 It is quite clear that one must hold and be committed to the Christian 

truth as a prerequisite to entering into dialogue, since the dialogue would be tenuous 

without such a commitment. An open dialogue, however, embodies the possibility of 

a change of opinion based on the content of the dialogue. Thus, there is a tension and 

gap between holding and being committed to the Christian doctrine (Christian 

“truth”) with the intent of listening carefully and considering the “truth” of the other 

faith. Lukito realizes that “to listen” means to be open to the other faiths and the 

willingness to consider them equal to one’s own faith and a part of God’s truth, with 

or without Christ. Depending on the content of the dialogue, there is a possibility that 

one’s concept of “truth” may change. 

 

These three principles – truth, commitment, and a positive attitude – are the 

prerequisites to presenting Jesus in a dialogue with other religions. Lukito states that 

Jesus can be presented more effectively via these principles, but he does not clarify 

which image of Christ should be presented. He concludes: “…the Christian faith will 

not be compatible with its fundamental claim about salvation when the uniqueness of 

Christ is being reconstructed or reinterpreted in such a way as to fit with modern 

mind and worldview, even if such an effort would help create a more accommodating 

religious pluralism.”
71

 It is very clear that there is no reinterpretation and 

reconstruction about the uniqueness of Christ, such as his divinity or resurrection in 

the context of other religions. 

 

Lukito proposes two directions for Christology in the context of poverty in Indonesia: 

the image of Jesus as the Crucified and Jesus’ actions for the poor.
72

 First, Jesus’ 

death on the cross is a perfect example of love and giving of self for humanity. The 

cross links God and humanity. Through the cross, Christ promises new hope for 

humanity. Second, Jesus’ actions for the poor show his concern for the impoverished. 

Jesus not only spoke about helping people but also took risks to do so. Christians 

working for the poor represent the face of Jesus amongst them. 

 

In the context of injustice, Lukito, following C.S. Song, states that Christology should 

have the power to liberate people.
73

 Indonesia faces many political challenges, such 

as the oppression of the weak, human rights’ violations, and economic and social 

discrimination. In this situation, the image of Christ that brings liberation is needed. 
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For Lukito, the story of Jesus’ cleansing of the temple is the most appropriate action 

in regard to purifying the social, political and religious situation in Jerusalem.
74

 This 

action targeted not only the local religious leaders but also the Roman government; 

thus, it was a political act. In fact, the social, economic, and political spheres strongly 

influence the religious sphere. Lukito therefore proposes a political Christology that 

responds to the social and political situation. A Jesus who promises freedom should 

be presented as a Jesus who has the strength to fight against social and political 

injustices. The implication for the church is very clear: it should address political 

problems and not become apolitical. The church should realize that the gospels have 

political messages. 

 

2.2.4. Emanuel Gerrit Singgih 

Emanuel Gerrit Singgih is an Indonesian theologian who is deeply concerned with 

contextual theology. He received his doctoral degree from the Faculty of Theology at 

Glasgow University, Scotland, specializing in Old Testament studies. Currently, he is 

teaching at the Faculty of Theology, Duta Wacana Christian University, and is the 

Area Dean of the Asian Association of Theological Universities. Although his 

primary expertise is the Old Testament, he also studies philosophy and promotes an 

Indonesian contextual theology. Although he has not written specifically about Jesus 

in the context of Islam in Indonesia, his ideas about Jesus can be traced inseveral 

articles. His concern with contextual theology influences his comprehension of Jesus. 

 

Singgih states that, despite the challenge– especially dialogue between Christians and 

Muslims – Christology should be a part of interreligious dialogue.
75

 The challenge is 

how Christians envision Jesus and present His image to followers of other religions 

and how they react to that image. Singgih confesses that the Indonesian Christian 

image of Jesus was inherited from a homogeneous world. The image of Jesus as the 

conqueror, or King of Kings, kurios, originated with the resistance of Christians in 

the Roman Empire to Caesar who wanted to be the King of Kings and Lord of Lords. 

For the Christians in the Roman Empire, Jesus, not Caesar, was the King of Kings 

and Lord of Lords. The other holy images were less important. This image of Jesus 

was brought to Indonesia along with Western colonization, which was, for the most 

part, condescending towards other religions. 

 

For this reason, it is problematic to propose the image of Jesus as kurios in 

interreligious dialogue. Christians should emphasize another image of Jesus that is 

more accommodating to other religions and can open up further dialogue. For 

Singgih, one of the images of Jesus that is appropriate for presentation to other 

religions is that of the Servant-Messiah. The image of Jesus as a Servant avoids a 

triumphalist Christology but does not obliterate his role as the Messiah. Jesus is the 

Messiah who becomes a Servant. In the Old Testament, the Israelites anticipate the 

coming of the suffering Messiah. Singgih adopts an example from North Korea 

(minjung) that proposes the image of Jesus as the Servant-Messiah as a friendlier 

image than the King of Kings to present to other religions. 
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Singgih holds to the classical Christian doctrine that Jesus is both divine and human. 

In his view, Christians do not and cannot change this confession. This is an 

existential confession of the Christian doctrine and the foundation of the Christian 

faith. In the context of mission, however, the divinity of Jesus is more important than 

his humanity, which has been neglected. Stressing the divinity of Jesus provides 

Christianity with a more “powerful” image to present to other religions. The main 

doctrine that explains the divinity and humanity of Jesus – the incarnation – views 

Jesus as God in human form. This is Docetism.
76

 In a confrontational situation, 

missionaries taught that Jesus is not a prophet or a teacher but God. For Singgih, 

however, the incarnation is the actualization of God as a human being; it is not God 

in human form. 

 

Jesus’ humanity is important in the context of dialogue with other religions. 

Christians should not be ashamed to talk about the humanity of Christ. His humanity 

is a part of the story of the Bible. Speaking about it does not abandon 

Jesus’uniqueness. Singgih states that the church should balance Jesus’humanity and 

divinity. The parity of his divinity and humanity is a parity of the “Christ of faith” 

and “Jesus of history.” It is in terms of this parity that the church should develop the 

notion of a contextual Christ. Christians in Indonesia should study the research on 

Jesus’ history so that they can give equal weight to the humanity and divinity of 

Christ. 

 

In the context of Javanese, E.G. Singgih argues that Jesus conducted the ruwatan 

through his work, death, and resurrection.
77

 In the Javanese tradition, harmony must 

be realized and maintained.
78

 For example, there is a ritual in the Javanese tradition 

called ruwatan (meaning: to be free or to recover). A ruwatan is performed to free an 

individual from the evil or bad luck caused by a variety of circumstances or actions, 

and to restore balance to their lives. The ruwatan ritual is, in effect, a clean-up effort, 

an alignment to correct whatever has gone wrong. Those who must have the ruwatan 

ceremony performed are those who are in the conditions specified, such as certain 

combinations of children, women who have difficulties getting a partner, or have 

spilled a pot of cooked rice. After the ruwatan, harmony has been re-established and 

people can return to their normal lives. The ruwatan ritual is led by a dalang (a 

master puppeteer), who can perform the ruwatan either for individuals or for the 

community. Like a priest in a ritual of sacrifice, the dalang serves as the mediator 

between the individual who needs balance to be restored and the divine power. The 

ruwatan ritual can be conducted only by a dalang, but not all dalangs are allowed to 

perform the ceremony. Only dalangs who possess strong spiritual powers may 

perform the ruwatan ritual because they serve as mediators between humans and 

divine power. 

 

Jesus re-established harmony in human life and strove to counter the forces of evil 

and occurrences of sin. “Evil” should be understood as the power that brings people 

into disharmony in relationships between humans and God, between human beings, 

and between humans and the natural environment. In effect, Jesus, like a dalang, 

performed a ruwatan for humans and the world, although he did so by sacrificing his 
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life rather than performing a ritual ceremony. When Christians observe the Eucharist, 

they celebrate the peace and harmony that Jesus brought through his sacrifice, death, 

and resurrection. 

 

 

2.2.5. Stanley Rambitan 
Stanley Rambitan was, until recently, a lecturer at Jakarta Theological Seminary. His 

main field is Islam, including Islamic theology, and he focuses on how the Christian 

mission communicates the image of Jesus in the context of Islamic society in 

Indonesia. 
79

 Rambitan considers three aspects of the mission: the portrait of Jesus in 

the New Testament, the religious belief that Jesus is living in the Christian 

community, and Islamic theology concerning Jesus. 

 

Rambitan prefers to use a common concept familiar to both Islam and Christianity in 

presenting and explaining Jesus to Muslims in Indonesia. Common concepts bridge 

the gap between Christian and Islamic theologies and provide a foundation for 

dialogue. Furthermore, he attempts to explain the divinity and humanity of Jesus. 

Based on common concepts in Christianity and Islamic theology, Rambitan closely 

follows the New Testament in describing Jesus’ divinity and humanity. 

 

Rambitan realizes that the Christian community focuses more on the divinity of Jesus 

than his humanity. Actually, most Christians in Indonesia not only highlight 

Jesus’divinity but also identify him as God the Father, not just God the Son. This 

identification is very strong in the Christian community and has become church 

doctrine.
80

 This may have been influenced by Islamic theology that stresses the 

unityof God (KeEsaan Tuhan). While Christians reject the Muslim indictment that 

they believe in more than one God, it is difficult to explain the divinity of Jesus as a 

separate entity from God. Thus, the response is to identify Jesus as God the Father, 

thereby rejecting the indictment of multiple gods and, at the same time, elevating 

Jesus to the highest position. 

 

Actually, in the New Testament, Jesus is presented not only as divine but also as 

human. Jesus is divine because he is the Word of God. But Rambitan recognizes that 

there are many images of Jesus in the New Testament, such as Son of God, prophet, 

Son of Man, King, Spirit of God, and Word of God. These images refer to the person 

and role of Jesus. The first Christian community experienced Jesus as both human 

and divine. Generally speaking, it can be concluded that Jesus is seen as both human 

and divinein the New Testament. 

 

Islamic theology, however, denies the divinity of Jesus. Jesus is just a prophet, like 

the other prophets recognized by Islam. Referring to Quraish Shihab,
81

 a moderate 
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Islamic theologian and former Indonesian Minister of Religious Affairs, Rambitan 

states that in the Qur’an God places Jesus as the highest amongst the prophets, except 

for Muhammad who is the last prophet, or seal of the prophets, because Muhammad 

completes the entire prophecy. According to Shihab, Jesus is a special prophet with 

special status, gifts, and rolebut not divine nor the Son of God; he is just human. 

Shihab compares the clearness of the Qur’an’s view onJesus to the ambiguity 

amongst the Christian churches. The Qur’an very clearly states that Jesus is just a 

human; the belief that Jesus is God is blasphemy. There are several warnings in the 

Qur’an against believing that Jesus is God or the Son of God. On the other hand, 

according to Shihab, there is disagreement amongst Christians on Jesus’s divinity. 

The meaning of “God” in reference to Jesus is not quite clear for some Christians. He 

concluded that the discourse indicates that the status of Jesus is debatable, even for 

Christians. Rambitan takes Quraish Shihab’s arguments seriously. 

 

Based on these considerations, Rambitan proposes at least two concepts of Jesus 

related to his humanity in the context of Muslims: the role of prophet and the role of 

servant of God (‘abd).
82

 Both concepts are well known by Christians and Muslims, 

and highlight the human aspect of Jesus. A prophet is a messenger who is sent by 

God to convey His words, will, and commands to humanity. Islamic theology stresses 

the role of Jesus as a prophet. “Servant of God” refers to the role of Jesus as someone 

who serves God and indicates the close relationship between Jesus and God. 

Rambitan did not elaborate upon Islamic theology in regard to the role of Jesus as a 

Servant. 

 

2.2.6. Bambang Subandrijo 
Bambang Subandrijo received his doctoral degree in theology from VU University 

Amsterdam in 2007. His doctoral research focused on Christology, looking at the 

encounter between the respective views of Jesus in the Qur’an and the Bible. He 

compared the concept of eikōn in Colossians in the Bible and the concept of āyat in 

the Qur’an in the dialogue between Christians and Muslims, with a viewto the 

Reformed churches’ confession of Christ in Indonesia. He referred to several 

Indonesian Reformed churches, including Javanese Christian Churches (GKJ), Toraja 

Church (Gereja Toraja), and the Protestant Church in Western Indonesia (GPIB). 

 

Subandrijo’s first step was to consider the Reformed churches’ confession of Jesus to 

see if they take other faiths, especially Islam, into account in formulating their 

confession. He concluded that the Indonesian Reformed churches’ confession of 

Christ continues to follow its roots in the Dutch Reformed Church’s. According to 

the concept of the Trinity, the confession holds to the classical formula that God the 

Father, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit are three manifestations of the same essence. But 

several Indonesian Reformed churches – members of PGI (Persekutuan Gereja-gereja 

di Indonesia, Indonesian Communion of Churches) – have attempted to formulate 

their teachings or confessions in response to their particular contexts and challenges. 

Several churches state their confessions in response to traditional local religious 

beliefs. For example, Subandrijo shows that the Toraja church’s confession primarily 

addresses the Toraja tribal religion.
83

 He shows the Indonesian churches that the 
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Christian doctrine that has been used for centuries was a product of a particular 

environment that grew out of specific circumstances and challenges. Since it took 

form as the solution to particular circumstances, perhaps it is not a solution that can 

be applied to all situations and times. This means that the Indonesian Reformed 

churches must understand and adapt their creed in a new way based on the local 

Indonesian context. 

 

Based on this analysis, in the context of Islam in Indonesia, Subandrijo suggests that 

Christians in Indonesia discuss the role and function of Jesus as a human rather than 

focus on his divinity.
84

 If Christians speak of the divinity of Jesus in attempts to make 

a bridge with Muslims, they must be aware of the Islamic doctrine of tawhīd,the unity 

of God. The concept of Jesus’ divinity challengesthe doctrine of tawhīd, so Islamic 

theology will immediately reject any reference to it. It is important to avoid the 

accusation of shirk (ascribing partners to God) at the first encounter. On the other 

hand, Jesus’ role and function in the context of God’s plan for humanity will help 

Muslims understand Jesus’ presence. Subandrijo knows that it would be impossible 

to change the Islamic doctrine on Jesus’ divinity if the Christian mission is not 

prepared to encourage Muslims to gain a deeper comprehension of Jesus. 

 

There are several images that appear in the New Testament and the Qur’an. At least 

three of these images are undisputed: Jesus as Messiah, Jesus as prophet, and Jesus as 

eikōn. Although there are several differences in these concepts between the New 

Testament and the Qur’an, they are similarin general. Hence, Christians in Indonesia 

should be able to use these concepts as points of departure for further discussion. But 

the concept of Jesus as the Sign of God (eikon in the New Testament and ayāt in the 

Qur’an) has received less attention and study. For this reason Subandrijo proposes 

using the concept of eikōn in the New Testament (in a hymn in Colossians 1:15-20) 

and the concept of ayāt in the Qur’an (Surah Maryam 19:16-40) as the starting point 

for discussions between Christians and Muslims about Jesus. Both concepts present 

Jesus’ role for humanity while referring at the same time to his identity. 

 

What led Subandrijo to this proposal? The concept of eikon in the letters of Paul to 

the worshipers in Colossians is the best example of how the first Christian 

community comprehended and worshiped Jesus as Pantokrator and praised the 

supremacy of Christ in relation to all creation and heaven. Hellenism, Judaism, and 

Greek philosophy influenced this concept. The influence of the Wisdom tradition in 

Colossians 1:15-20 was very strong. Jesus was identified as the personification of the 

Wisdom of God, and the personification here took a male form, whereas previously it 

had always been female. Although there is strong influence from the Old Testament, 

the Wisdom of God had not been personified or incarnated in human form in the Old 

Testament. This occurs only in Paul’s letter to the Colossians and in the gospels.
85

 

The Wisdom tradition prepares the “bridge” for Paul to introduce the concept of 

incarnation. It is not meant to formulate the ontological status of Jesus, but to express 

faith in Jesus. For that reason, Colossians 1:15-29 was a form of worship for the first 

Christian community. It is important to understand how the first Christian community 

worshipped Jesus. 
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The concept of eikōn of God referred to Jesus as a Sign. “Image” means “picture,” 

but it can also mean “symbol” or “sign.”
86

 The primary aspect of the concept of eikōn 

is its reflection on the relationship between Jesus and God. It is a deeply intense 

relationship. An eikōn is a manifestation of a pre-existing divinity. The concept also 

explains who Jesus is: Jesus is God’s revelation, i.e., God reveals Himself in the 

person of Jesus. Jesus has a mediatory function between God and humanity through 

which God, who has been invisible, becomes visible. 

 

Jesus’ function in the Qur’an is similar. In the Qur’an, Jesus is presented as one of the 

many signs (ayāt) of God. An ayāt in the Qur’an functions to call Muslims to 

worship and reminds them to be grateful to God. In this role, Jesus is a mediator. He 

educates people, just like God educates them. As a mediator, the Sign of God guides 

humans towards God. Thus, ayāt is used as a metaphor in reference to the role of 

Jesus as a bridge between God and humanity. An ayāt is a miracle created by God for 

humans. The Qur’an states that God reveals His guidance and presence to humans 

through an ayāt. Maryam, or Mary, Jesus’ mother, is also a sign from God because of 

her chastity. Both Jesus and Maryam have a significant relationship with God, and, 

for this reason each is regarded as an ayāt. 

 

Based on his analysis of Colossians 1:15-20 in the New Testament and Surah 

Maryam 19:16-40 in the Qu’ran, Subandrijo states that both concepts can be used by 

Christians to explain Jesus to Muslims. It is hoped they can achieve a deeper 

understanding of Jesus. But Subandrijo reminds Christians about not letting the 

conversation slip onto the ontological status of Jesus. The Christological doctrine of 

the European Middle Ages that was inherited by the Indonesia churches focuses on 

the ontological status of Jesus, which is difficult for both Muslimsand Christians to 

fully comprehend. 

 

2.2.7. Mery Kolimon: The Voice of Women 

Mery Kolimon is a young female theologian from West Timor. She received her 

doctoral degree from the Protestant Theological University, Kampen, under the 

supervision of Prof. Volker Küster, Prof. Annette Merz, and Dr. Alle G. Hoekema. 

She now teaches at the Faculty of Theology in Artha Wacana Christian University, 

Kupang. Dealing with the struggles of women’s lives in West Timor, Kolimon chose 

to focus on the subject of women’s empowerment. The image of Jesus who 

empowers people is an important topic. Reflecting on Jesus’ empowerment of the 

Jewish community, she uses the traditional religious healing culture of the 

Metopeople of West Timor, as a point of encounter. Thus, in her study she applies the 

concept of empowerment and healing in the context of Timor, especially amongst 

women. 

 

Kolimon first focused on women in West Timor. According to Kolimon, under the 

New Order government of the Suharto regime, women were not included in the 

discourse of empowerment of civil society. Although the Indonesian government has 

a State Minister for Women’s Empowerment, the status of women in Indonesia is still 
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underdeveloped.
87

 Patriarchal society and religions have played significant roles in 

the suppression of women. The objectives of empowerment are to raise women’s 

consciousness and develop skills at the personal level, to learn and work collectively 

at the social and cultural levels, and is to encourage women at the political level to 

participate in drafting, enacting, and enforcing legislation that seeks to redress gender 

discrimination.
88

 

 

Her second focus was on the traditional healing culture of the Meto people, the most 

populous ethnic group in West Timor.
89

 Their traditional healing practices are part of 

their traditional religious belief system. The healer claims that her/his healing powers, 

whether learned or “given” by an ancestor, come from a divine source. Healers are 

respected as having divine charisma; they heal people in the name of the Divine and 

have spiritual integrity and authority. The sick people obey the orders of the healers 

because they believe the Divine Authority “behind” the healers. As “God’s hand,”the 

healer mediates power from the Divine to humanity when healing someone who 

needs help. 

 

The healing process can also be seen as a process of empowerment. Disease or illness 

occurs as a result of a broken relationship with the ancestors or mistreatment of other 

people and the earth. Good relations with the spirits will bring blessings, while 

inattention will result in mishaps and suffering.
90

 The healer’s role is to repair all the 

broken relationships with the Divine, other people, and the earth.
91

 The sick will re-

establish healthy social relations inall aspects of human life. Harmony will be 

achieved.  

 

Kolimon addresses the question as to whether the church should be receptive to the 

traditional religious beliefs regarding healing. She states that Christians and the 

church should take into account the traditional local culture in contemplating 

theology. For many years, the church and Meto traditional healing had been seen as 

different systems that existed in different worlds. Following Niebuhr’s classification, 

both entities exist in a paradox. The Meto healing tradition has its own God and the 

Christians have their own God. Kolimon explores the possibility that God the Father 

is the same God who heals people through the traditional healers. The power of God 

works not only through Christianity –or more specifically, Christianity’s spiritual 

leaders – but also through the traditional culture. 

 

Based on these contexts, Kolimon reflects on Jesus as one who healed and 

empowered people in his time and place. Most of the people that Jesus healed were 

poor. The poor in Jesus’ time represented the vulnerable insociety; religious leaders 

and the political system oppressed them. Illness compounded the oppression because 

illnesses, such as leprosy, were believed to be caused by impurities. When Jesus 

healed people, he reconciled their impurities. Jesus healed people to empower them. 

His healing was not only physical but also social and religious, and the poor who 
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were powerless recovered status in the social and religious system. Jesus’ healings 

had religious meaning. The Meto could understand Jesus’ role as a healer because 

their traditions of healing was reflected in the context of Christianity. 

 

The Meto ascribe several attributes to Jesus.
92

 First, Jesus is Neno Anan, the Child of 

Heaven. The Meto believe that Neno Anan (“Heaven’s Child”) has God’s authority. 

Second, Jesus is a “white man” who speaks the Meto language. Some healers tell a 

story of encountering a white man who speaks the Meto language who grants her/him 

the power to heal. They believe this white man was Jesus. Third, Jesus is the ultimate 

healer. The traditional Meto healers receive their powers from God to heal and serve 

the poor, as does Jesus. But Jesus has greater powers than the Meto traditional healers 

since he only needs to say something to heal people and he performed healings in the 

proclamation of the Kingdom of God and the parousia. Fourth, Jesus is the true 

offering (tulu’ honis). An important aspect of Meto healing is animal sacrifice. In the 

healing ritual, the healer will kill an animal and the animal’s blood will pour out on to 

the sacrificial pole. Jesus sacrifices Himself for the poor and the sick. Kolimon states 

that the church should not reject this cultural ritual because, for the Meto, animal 

blood is a symbol of “new hope” and signifies that the illness has been cured. Fifth, 

Jesus is the ultimate ancestor (petu uf ma o uf). The healers’ knowledge is transferred 

to them from their ancestors through their dreams. The Meto identified Jesus as the 

person they encountered in their dreams, indicating that they considered Jesus to be 

their ancestor. 

 

Kolimon suggests that the church in Timor should promote a local theology based on 

Meto traditional healing and the way Jesus healed people as relatedin the New 

Testament. The meeting of Christian values and Meto culture can help the church 

arrive ata new understanding of the Christian doctrine of Christ in the context of the 

local culture. Christian values change local culture and vice versa. In the context of 

the Timorese, both values create a new understanding of empowerment, and the 

church needs to propose a theology of empowerment. The first group in the society 

that must be empowered is women, and the healing process of the women in Timor is 

a process of empowerment. 

 

 

2.2.8. Ioanes Rakhmat 

Ioanes Rakhmat is an emeritus pastor of the Indonesia Christian Church (GKI). He 

received his doctorate of theology from South East Asia Graduate School of 

Theology. His expertise is the field of Jesus History and the New Testament, and he 

taught at the Jakarta Theological School in Jakarta. An article he wrote in Kompas, an 

Indonesian daily newspaper, appalled most Christians in Indonesia. In this article, 

which was based on the research of the Jesus Seminar and the discovery of the Jesus 

ossuary, he argued that the resurrection of Christ was a metaphor and that it did not 

occur in reality as Christians thought. He wrote several articles and books and also 

translated John Shelby Spong’s Jesus for the Non-Religious and Marcus Borg’s 

Meeting Jesus Again for the First Time into Indonesian. Rakhmat deviates from other 

theologians who want to stay in line with traditional church doctrine and strives 

towards a new comprehension of Jesus in an Indonesian context. He attempts to 
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present Jesus in the light of current research on Jesus’ history. Rakhmat argues that 

the best way to present Jesus to Muslims in Indonesia is to search for the “real” 

historical Jesus. He is currently promoting the group, Christian Progressives, which is 

exploring Christianity as an alternative to traditional Christian doctrine (dogma).
93

 

They are not satisfied with the ‘old’ ecclesiastical dogmas and are trying to develop a 

new perspective. For this reason, he very strongly criticizes Christian 

fundamentalism.
94

 

 

Rahmat states that his starting point is “from below,” rather than “from above.”
95

 

Pluralist theology should not start from absolute theology or an absolute doctrine of 

God. Similarly, Christology should start “from below.” He stated that Christology 

“from below” means that the founder of the Christian religion is depicted not as a 

spiritually or politically triumphant and superior figure of the past nor as a divine 

figure who defeats any other founders of religions once and for all and whose 

holiness exceeds that of others. Rather, he is a holy figure of the people, of the poor 

and the oppressed of this world.
96

 That is why Christology should be Jesus-oriented, 

focusing on “the historical Jesus, oriented on the Jesus of the Jewish people, not on 

the powerful, triumphalistic and divine Christ of Christian Orthodoxy.”
97

 On the 

other hand, Christology “from above” is a triumphalist Christology that is based on a 

superior figure of the past. It is deductive theology that intends to pass all the 

traditions and the context on to the next generation. In this way, the form of theology 

can be changed, but the content remains unchanged. Theology and Christology 

should be inductive and based on local and present concerns. For Rakhmat, the 

ultimate truth can be traced in the struggles of daily life, especially those of the poor 

and oppressed. 

 

The questions that arise are: What is wrong with the content of the church’s doctrinal 

tradition? Should all of the contents be adjusted to the local context? Rakhmat is 

concerned with the adaptation of the “universal truth” to the local context. He thinks 

that the doctrinal tradition does not answer contemporary challenges. But is the 

research on the history of Jesus the answer? Does the research on the history of Jesus 

address the daily struggles of human life? The development of contextualization in 

Indonesia and in Asia may be the answer to the struggle. Contextualization begins 

and pays close attention to the local context, but it does not mean that the whole of 

the doctrinal heritage is set aside. Some content is retained so that the lines of the 

Christian faith can be traced. 

 

In his article in Kompas on April 7, 2007,
98

 Rakhmat shocked part of the Christian 

community in Indonesia. He wrote an analysis of the discovery of the Jesus” tomb 

(Talpiot tomb) based on the findings of James Tabor in his book, The Jesus Dynasty, 

and those of Simcha Jacobovici and Charles Pellegrino in their book, The Jesus 
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Family Tomb: The Discovery, the Investigation, and the Evidence That Could 

Change History, published by Discovery Channel. Based on data of the Jesus tomb 

and Tabor’s analysis of the New Testament, he insists that, although theology exists 

at different levels and can set aside empirical research, theology cannot deny the 

empirical facts of the discovery. Because of the family name in the tomb and the 

social setting of the New Testament community, the possibility that this is Jesus’tomb 

is highly likely. For this reason, Rakhmat concludes that Jesus’ resurrection was not a 

historical fact but a metaphor that was used by the first Christian community in the 

New Testament times as a response to the life and power of Jesus. He was 

resurrected, not in fact but in the memories and lives of his followers. This memory 

gave them strength in facing their many challenges and struggles. 

 

Rakhmat continues to argue this position in his recent book, Memandang Yesus 

(Envisage Jesus), published in 2012. The understanding of the first Christian 

community was an understanding of faith. They viewed Jesus as a “supernatural 

person” who had supernatural powers to do anything and to go beyond what other 

prophets had done. For Rakhmat, that is a kind of “ideological propaganda” proposed 

by Christians in the context of the Roman Empire that could be used to build and 

strengthen religious devotion.
99

 It is in this context that the deification of Jesus took 

place.
100

 

 

In the context of plurality, Rakhmat reminded Christians in Indonesia that if they 

promote Jesus as a superior figure, then other religions could also similarly promote 

their own religious figures. Then Jesus would not be the only superior figure amongst 

other religious figures, such as Muhammad or Sidharta Gautama. 

 

 

3.Critical Remarks 

 

The modern theological discussion continues to reflect the centrality of Jesus Christ 

in matters of faith and is dominated by two closely related questions: Who is Jesus 

Christ? What has he done for the world? The context in which these questions are 

raised has, however, changed. In the nineteenth century, it was felt that many of the 

radical statements of orthodox Christological belief needed to be rethought. The 

awakening of contextual Christology is interesting. In Indonesia, the question of 

Christology is most challenging in the last two decades. It follows the larger trend of 

Christology in Asia which tries to contextualize Christian theology in Asia for its 

mission of love and service.
101

 The needs of this theology push the church and 

theologians to think about Jesus in their own environment. Jesus’ question “Who do 

you say I am?” challenges the disciples to think about their own place in the world 

and their faith in Jesus. The question also becomes a trigger for Christians to think of 

Jesus in their own contexts. Faith in Jesus must exist within personal contexts. 

 

We have discussed several contextual Christologies proposed by Indonesian 

theologians. In the following section we will present some critical remarks on those 
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Christologies. I will use the theoretical framework of Christology to analyse these 

Christologies. After discussing first the criteria, the next sections are an evaluation of 

the work of those Indonesian theologians. I will not discuss those theologians one-by-

one, but I will divide their work into several themes based on the Indonesian context.  

 

3.1. Criteria: Roger Haight, Martien Brinkman, and Aloys Pieris 

We will first discuss the discourse on methodologies or approaches of Christology. 

Christology always begins with Jesus: it is a response to, and interpretation of, 

Jesus.The first question is: Which aspect of Jesus’ life should be the starting point for 

the interpretation of Jesus? There are different approaches to Christology. On the 

basis of Jesus as a person we can divide Christology into two types: descending 

Christology and ascending Christology. Descending Christology begins with the 

existence of Jesus as a “divine” entity. This is called Christology “from above.”
102

 

The image it conveys is that of a divine being who descends to earth, becomes 

human, suffers, and dies but is raised up and becomes Lord.
103

 This Christology 

develops the perspectives of God’s coming into the world and utilizes the 

incarnational model of the divine Logos assuming or becoming a human being. Karl 

Barth is probably the most famous theologian to elaborate on a descending 

Christology or Christology “from above.” For Barth, God is genuinely revealed 

through the incarnation of the Logos, but he also simultaneously remains incognito, 

or hidden, in human form.
104

 Revelation comes vertically, from above. The history of 

Jesus begins not with his birth in the first century but in eternity as the second 

element of the Trinity.
105

 The Bible verses in John 1:1-14 and Philippians 2:6-11 are 

some examples of this approach. The early church, the Nicaean and Chalcedonian 

Creeds support the idea of descending Christology. 

 

Ascending Christology, or Christology “from below,” begins with the humanity of 

Jesus. Ascending Christology tries to answer the questions: How does the particular 

history of the man Jesus from Nazareth relate to history and humanity? What is his 

relation to the Divine? This approach begins with a consideration of the history of 

Jesus of Nazareth and continues with an interpretation of his resurrection. Wolfhart 

Pannenberg proposed a Christology “from below.” His approach is concerned first 

with Jesus’ message and only at the end does it arrive at the concept of incarnation.
106

 

For Pannenberg, Christology does not begin with presuppositions but with reasons 

for confessing faith. There is also a historical process of self-trancendence inthe 

person of Jesus of Nazareth. Jesus’ experience in the world–from his birth to his 
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ascension–is very important. The modern trend in Christology is to develop a 

Christology “from below.”
107

 This may be a result of the need to think about Jesus ina 

personal context. There is a larger scope for potential discussion in a Christology 

“from below.” 

 

We can distinguish between descending Christology and ascending Christology, but 

we cannot exclude either. Although both of them address the divinity and the 

humanity of Jesus, descending Christology and ascending Christology differ in their 

starting points and reflect a difference in emphasis. According to Karl Rahner, the 

two Christologies are equally valid and support each other.
108

 One cannot completely 

dismiss the theoretical possibility of a convincing descending Christology or 

ascending Christology. On the other hand, one cannot ignore the humanity of Jesus in 

history. The descending and ascending processes are complementary and 

simultaneous in the person of Jesus. 

 

Volker Küster divided the model of Christology into two approaches: liberation 

theology and inculturation and dialogue theology.
109

 Liberation theology deals with 

socioeconomic and political problems. God’s action in history becomes important. 

Liberation Christology is praxis-oriented Christology. Inculturation and dialogue 

theology deals with cultural and religious dialogue. The emphasis is that God is 

present in the culture and religion. Both of these Christologies place the Holy Spirit 

as the medium of communication ad intra and ad extra. For Küster, distinguishing 

between different models of Christology refers to the context of experience. 

Christology proposes to answer our present concerns. The hermeneutical key to 

Christology lies in the uniqueness of the reality. Every reality is unique and has the 

potential to develop its own Christology. This approach is similar to what Leonardo 

Boff underscores in the context of liberation theology: the more we know ourselves, 

the more we can know Jesus.
110

 A Christology requires study not only of the doctrine 

but also of ourselves. 

Stanley Samartha insists that religious dialogue is important for developing a 

contextual Christology. He opposes negative attitudes towards other faiths based on 

narrow interpretations of their doctrines.
111

 In the religiously plural context of India, 

any exclusive claim about the person and work of Jesus Christ is not appropriate. The 

missing factor in all Christologies developed in the West and then imported to other 

countries is the reality of religious pluralism, that is, the presence of other saviours in 

a multireligious context. Samartha underscores that Christology needs to consider 

other religions, especially in a context of religious plurality. 

 

The second question, according to the different approaches discussed above, concerns 

the criteria of Christology from divergent approaches. Of course, Christology can be 
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conceived from different approaches. The “object” of Christology is Jesus. There is 

only one person that is the object of discussion. Nevertheless, there are various 

understandings of Jesus and also various approaches to exploring his person. The 

New Testament had different understandings of Christ. The authors of the New 

Testament, the readers, and social situations were influential factors in the different 

understandings. These differences continue to exist in our modern world. We have 

different interpretations of Christ. Who is Jesus? For some people, Jesus is an avatar, 

others say Jesus is a guru, and some African theologians say Jesus is an ancestor. 

Given these differences, the question is: “What are the criteria for assessing 

contextual Christology?” These criteria are important for keeping the community 

faithful to the Jesus Christ of the Bible and, at the same time, interpreting faith in the 

present context. The criteria are important in tracing the line of Christian faith from 

the first Christian community to the present. 

 

According to Martien Brinkman,
112

 the first and the most authoritative criterion for 

Christology is the Bible. The Bible is our main source for reflection on and 

understanding of Jesus. It contains the most reliable information we have about Him. 

Second, after the Bible, there is the history of the church. The church has transmitted 

its understanding of Christ throughout history. The church continually re-visits the 

creed and doctrine about Jesus. In the essence of church history, we search for the 

source of the church’s identity. Third, at the heart of tradition is the assembled 

community of believers gathered around word and sacrament. The church and the 

Christian tradition are defined by the Bible and transformed by it. They are very 

important as the “second degree” of criteria to portray the continuity of the church as 

a concrete reality. Thus, for Brinkman, Christology is a discipline that represents the 

faith of a religious community that is based on historical continuity and solidarity. 

The continuity of Christology is found in the church history and the experience of the 

proclamation of the Word and the Christian sacraments in our context.
113

 Without any 

question, the Bible is the absolute criterion, but we still have to learn from the 

experience of the church that transmitted the Jesus who is presented in the Bible. 

Nonetheless, the church should realize that doing Christology always entails retaining 

the same essence (conservation) while at the same time renewing it (new 

understanding). Brinkman also makes an interesting point when he focuses on the 

liturgy in which the Christian community gathers for the proclamation of the Word 

and the celebration of the sacraments of baptism and communion. Brinkman’s criteria 

follow the classical consensus of the church about authoritative criteria. Le Groupe 

Des Dombes, a group of Cistercian monks in France, showed that there was a 

consensus among churches and different traditions regarding liturgy. The consensus 

was that the authoritative texts of the Christian faith are: first, the Scriptures, then the 

confession of faith, creedal and doctrinal documents, liturgy and catechism, 

disciplinary texts, and ecumenical documents.
114

 Brinkman takes this position in 

order to secure the continuity of the Christian faith. Baptism and Holy Communion 

retain the “sub-structure” of theological understanding as a mirror of the living faith 
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of the community as the main sacraments in both the Protestant and Catholic 

traditions. 

 

With respect to the continuity and discontinuity of faith, Martien Brinkman discusses 

what he calls “double transformation.” The need to transform Christian faith based on 

local context and particular circumstances is increasing in Asia, Latin America and 

Africa. There is a need for new “meaning” that can be understood in particular 

contexts. This implies that the “meaning” built by and inherited from mostly Western 

missionaries needs to be replaced. The local stories should be considered when 

constructing a comprehensive theology because local stories have their own 

meanings, and cannot be judged by “universal” or “absolute” meanings. This is the 

essence of intercultural theology. The influence of postmodernism can be seen here. 

Meaning comes through the experience and is not simply an ‘add-on’.
115

 Experience 

arises when someone engages the world with all his/her senses. The experiences that 

surround and wrap ‘word’ and ‘meaning’ influence how word and meaning develop 

and are used. This means that church, even the Scriptures, have a kind of ‘meaning’ 

influenced by a particular experience that is different in some degree from the 

contemporary context. Church doctrine is transformed to accommodate a new 

context. Thus, the meaning is changed. 

 

Brinkman states that, in theology, transferring the meaning always undergoes a 

process of “double transformation”. He describes this process as follows: 

 

Changes always appear on two sides: on the side of the concept used in a 

different context and on the side of its new context. This is always two-way 

traffic. The concept detached from its original religious context becomes a 

different concept in another religious context. After all, the context in which 

a concept is used determines its meaning to a great extent. The new context 

is subsequently changed in turn by the new concept that is used in its 

midst.…A double transformation thus takes place. A creative process occurs 

that does not leave either side – the adopted concept and the new context – 

untouched.
116

 

 

The core of inculturation is “double transformation.” Inculturation
117

 always includes 

at least two contexts and meanings: first, the original meaning that comes from a 

particular context, and second, another context that serves as a ‘destination’ for the 

first meaning. “Double transformation” implies that the meaning of the original word 
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that was used to explain a particular religious concept is changed as well. This two-

way transformation enriches the new meaning; there is mutual interaction. The 

“double transformation” offers an alternative between two polar opposites, namely, 

“sharp contrasts” and “striking similarities.” “Sharp contrasts” assume that two 

religious positions are incompatibel, while “striking similarities” assume there is a 

perfect match between two religions. For Brinkman, “double transformation” is an 

“in-between” position,”
118

 which means that the old meaning is retained while the 

new meaning emerges and develops. For example, Christianity in Asia or Africa lives 

with the classical doctrine while at the same time it adapts to the local culture or 

adopts traditional religious beliefs. The encounter is still in process; and this process 

is suitable for doing theology.  

 

Roger Haight also underscores the view that Christological criteria are important. He 

proposes three criteria for Christology: faithfulness to the tradition, intelligibility in 

today’s world, and the empowerment of Christian life.
119

 Haight sees the Bible as one 

of the traditions. The first criterion refers to the church tradition, including the Bible, 

creeds, and doctrines. The second refers to our present context, and the third to the 

function of Christology in our everyday life. Like Brinkman, Haight emphasises that 

the Bible is the main source of Christology because the Bible contains normative 

statements of the faith of the community around Jesus. Haight’s third criterion is very 

interesting: Christology has to be an instrument for empowering Christians. This 

implies that these beliefs should inspire Christians to be better people – to act in an 

ethical way. 

 

For Pieris, the criteria for Christology in Asia are: returning to Christ as designated in 

the Bible, baptism in the waters of Asian religion, and taking into account the passion 

and death on the cross of Asian poverty.
120

 Jesus is the revelatory and meditational 

dimension of the mystery of God’s salvation that is involved in the context of Asian 

religion and poverty. When Jesus stepped into the Jordan River, he identified himself 

with the religious poor. Jesus was impressed by the religiosity of John the Baptist but 

was not impressed by the Essenes, Zealots, or Pharisees. After his baptism in the 

Jordan River, he became involved with the concerns of the poor. Currently, Asian 

religions are the “counterpart” of Christianity in bringing forth the mystery of God’s 

salvation, i.e., liberation. Thus, the criteria of baptism in the waters of Asian religion 

and the consideration of Asian poverty originate in the actions of Jesus. For Pieris, 

these three criteria are trajectories for Christology. He called this process the 

“ecclesiological revolution.”
121

 

 

Both Brinkman and Haight stress the importance of tradition and the community that 

lives in the contemporary world. Christology today is a continuing reflection on 

Christ, which began in the early church. There is no Christology without the disciples 

and the first community around Christ. They transmitted Jesus to our contemporary 

world. Both the tradition and the community that are living in the contemporary 

world are important criteria in addition to the Bible. In Indonesia, theologians should 

look critically at this tradition, including the Trinity; not to attack the “truth” of 
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classical Christological doctrine but to express it in new contexts or traditions. Just as 

understanding the circumstances in which Western creeds and doctrine were born is 

extremely important, so a continuous reflection upon Jesus’ meaning in non-Western 

contexts is extremely important as well. One of the most crucial questions in this 

reflection process is: Does transformation change meaning? 

 

In summary, in the end, Roger Haight, Martien Brinkman and Aloysius Pieris have 

similar criteria for doing Christology: the Bible, church traditions, and the local 

context. The church in the contemporary world cannot be disconnected from the 

church traditions because the ways the church has interpreted the Bible throughout 

historyis one of the resources for the church in the contemporary world. The 

Christological creeds of the past form the “given” Christological tradition: they are 

part and parcel of the pre-understanding that theologians bring to the task of 

interpreting today.
122

 The past is always being updated. Nonetheless, the hegemony 

of one church’s traditions over other traditions should be avoided. The local context 

generally is the context in which the church exists as a faith community around Jesus, 

including its cultural-social-economic-political context and religious plurality. 

Following Choan Seng Song, this is part of “people hermeneutic.” Nevertheless, for 

Pieris, church tradition is less important than the contemporary context. Brinkman 

emphasizes the continuity and catholicity of the church. He stresses that doing 

Christology is not intended to break the continuity with the essence of church history. 

Doing Christology is always both “conserving” and “renewing.” “Conserving” is not 

something negative that should be avoided in doing contextual Christology. 

Theology must also have a universalizing function, which means an ability to speak 

beyond its own context. On a different level, Haight uses the word “empowerment” 

as an objective of Christology, whereas Pieris uses the word “liberation.” Both 

underscore the fact that people are subjects of theology, and that theological 

reflection comes from the people and should be used to empower them. 

 

3.2. Jesus in the Context of Suffering in Indonesia 

In proposing the idea of Jesus as Liberator, Banawiratma was influenced by liberation 

theology. The goal of liberation theology is to bring about the Kingdom of God, i.e., 

to liberate people from injustice. Gustavo Gutierrez, who is regarded as one of the 

founders of liberation theology, said that theology is “based on the gospel and the 

experiences of men and women who have committed themselves to the process of 

liberation in the oppressed and exploited land of Latin America.”
123

 Theology is 

understood to be a critical reflection of Christian praxis.
124

 The foundation of 

theology is social reality in the light of God’s will. Theology has to reflect an 

awareness of sociopolitical reality. To interpret a social reality, liberation theology 

uses Neomarxist analyses. Thus, according to Banawiratma, there are similarities 

with the idea of Jesus as the liberator proposed in Latin America and the situation in 

Indonesia. The idea of Jesus as Liberator is basedon an analysis of Indonesian 

poverty. Indonesian poverty arises because of injustice and is systemic. The 

economic system causes poverty. Corruption and injustice are products of the 

economic system. Indonesia, like most LatinAmerican countries, has struggled with 
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corruption, especially in government. At the same time, corruption always positions 

the poor as the “oppressed,” as victims of the economic impact of corruption. 

Nevertheless, we must be careful in discussing the experiences of the oppressed and 

must resist the temptation to romanticize “the poor” and “the oppressed.”
125

 

 

The image of Jesus as Liberator is one focused on restoring balance.
126

 In a society 

that divides the poor from the rich and the oppressed from the powerful, Jesus 

demonstrates solidarity with the poor and oppressed. God suffers in solidarity with 

them and Jesus’ resurrection serves as an assurance of their liberation. Jesus not only 

articulates his faith by preaching the Kingdom of God; he also makes it visible 

through his activities and work. The disciples must follow his actions and example. 

Given this command, the question is: What are the implications for Christians living 

in the context of poverty in Indonesia? The experience of liberation theology in Latin 

America shows that this theology did not succeed intransforming society. It has failed 

because, first, liberation theology deploys many of the exegetical and hermeneutical 

manoeuvres that are typical of Western theology but fails to absorb relevant elements 

of Latin America cultures.
127

 M. Ribas agrees with such analyses. He states that 

liberation theology does not pay much attention to popular religion.
128

 Second, lay 

people or the poor generally fail to understand liberation theology. Brinkman notes 

that liberation theology opted for the poor, but the poor opted for the Pentecostals. 

Pentecostal spirituality offered more self-esteem in facing difficult situations than the 

rational analyses of the liberation theologians did.
129

 

 

Learning from the difficulties liberation theology was confronted with in Latin 

America, Banawiratma tries to avoid similar problems by adding cultural 

hermeneutics. In applying liberation theology to Java, Banawiratma combines Jesus 

as Liberator and Jesus as Teacher. Some problems persist, however. First, Christians 

are in the minority in Java; thus it is difficult to imagine that the idea of Jesus as 

Liberator will have a big impact on society. According to Roger Haight’s third 

criterion of Christology, empowerment, the question is: Can this Christology 

empower Christians, especially poor people, in Indonesia? In the context of 

Indonesia, the question is: Does Jesus intend to liberate people from an oppressive 

government in a radical way, or is he calling the oppressor to “convert” and change 

its system gradually? If we choose the first option, we must find radical ways of 

stopping the cycle of oppression and poverty. If we choose the latter, we must 

become engaged in the “political” arena.
130

 Ideally, both routes should be taken 

simultaneously, but the point of departure should be clear because Christians in 
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Indonesia have minimal influence. It would be difficult to undertake both lines of 

actions simultaneously. It is, however, the duty of the Christians to continue the work 

of Jesus. 

 

Can Christians indeed understand the image of Jesus as Liberator and reflect on it 

through Christopraxis? Gerrit Singgih reminds us that most Christians in Indonesia 

have a so-called “success theology”: Christians should be successful and wealthy 

people because Christians are “sons of the King,” and Jesus is the King. This success 

theology widens the gap between Christians and their society. It would be difficult to 

propose the concept of Jesus as Liberator without calling for the abolishment of this 

gap.
131

 

 

Banawiratma’s theological reflection starts “from below.” His combination of the 

concepts of Jesus as Liberator and as Teacher shows this emphasis. In Asia, the 

images of Jesus as Liberator and as Teacher are not new.
132

 Banawiratma starts from 

the real and actual daily life in which the poor of this world can easily be victimised 

and exploited. He also takes into account the everyday traditional beliefs of the 

Javanese people.
133

 In his opinion, Christology should carry out this missio 

humanitatis. Christology that starts “from below,” especially in the sociopolitical 

context, starts from a critically deep engagement in the realities of the lives of the 

poor and oppressed of this world. Theologians of the Third World who have joined 

EATWOT (Ecumenical Association of the Third World Theologians) share this 

hermeneutical approach. Banawiratma is a member of this organization. The question 

is: Does the Christology of Jesus as Liberator make sense to the people “from 

below”? Occasionally, the problem for contextual theology is that the people “from 

below,” especially in the context of the poor and oppressed, do not understand its 

intent. Contextual theology then becomes an elitist theology that is not understood by 

the general populace; it is only an academic discussion. In this case, the practical 

applications of the theology are difficult to enact. 

 

The important point of Banawiratma’s Christology is that contextual Christology has 

a pastoral implication. It is not just a “voiceless doctrine.” Banawiratma tries to create 

a balance between the historical Jesus and the kerygmatic Christ. He realizes that the 

kerygmatic Christ was distant from human reality. A balance with the historical Jesus 

should make the kerygmatic Christ more “suitable” to the poor. For example, in the 

Indonesian context, “sin,”which has been very dominant in Christian doctrine, has 

now done a new “face,” namely, that of injustice and oppression. Sin ruptures our 

relationship with God and other human beings. For a long time, many churches in 

Indonesia understood “sin” only in the context of sexual abuse. This may have been 

influenced by Indonesian culture. In the past, churches in Indonesia did not have a 

critical sense of the problem of corruption and systematic poverty and, eventually, 
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became apolitical. This is the historical situation. Thus, the kerygmatic Christ that is 

proclaimed by the Indonesian church should take the historical situation more 

seriously. Stressing the impact of a kerygmatic Christ, Banawiratma makes a serious 

attempt to retain the continuity with the church tradition while proposing a new 

understanding of Jesus based on the Indonesia context. 

 

Yewangoe has been also influenced by liberation theology. He also promotes a 

Christology “from below.” He has been concerned about poverty in Indonesia since 

the beginning of his work in 1980. Poverty and injustice have become a “chronic 

crisis” in Indonesia.
134

 After the New Order fell, and the reformasi began in 1998, 

Indonesia remained a poor country. Corruption and injustice create and complicate 

the realities of poverty. It is in this context that Christians in Indonesia must develop 

their theology. 

 

History is a key term in Yewangoe’s theology. Suffering can be understood in the 

light of God’s history. Our history is a part of the history of the Kingdom of God. 

There is no distinction between salvation history and ordinary history. Thus, God is 

God of our history; Jesus is the face of God who shows his solidarity with his people 

in history. History is the arena of God’s self-revelation and interaction with the 

world. Yewangoe here digests ideas from the Dutch Roman Catholic theologian 

Edward Schillebeeckx who talked about a “contrast experience.” The contrast 

(injustice) evokes the opposite (justice). God is life, but suffering fills our history. 

Thus, we have to say that God is life in suffering.
135

 Jesus becomes “the face” of God 

who lives and acts in our history. It is interesting that Yewangoe does not use the 

works of Wolfhart Pannenberg, even though Pannenberg has an interesting opinion 

about theology and history, and has a strong position on Christology.
136

 It may be 

because Yewangoe –more than Pannenberg – emphasises contemplation and action as 

important parts of human history. According to Yewangoe, Schillebeeckx offers a 

satisfactory explanation of the relationship between action and contemplation in 

history. 

 

In his research, Yewangoe shows that Asian religions sometimes perpetuate 

suffering. He criticises the church in Indonesia for using Jesus’ words like “take up 

his cross” (Matt. 16:24, Mark 8:34, Luke 9:23) to promote a legacy of suffering even 

though the suffering was a result of injustice. The church has to be aware of the root 

cause of suffering and try to free people from injustice. Without this, the church fails 

in one of its most important tasks. Did the heritage of Western theology in Indonesia 

have no sensitivity to the poor? Yewangoe has done extensive research on suffering 

and its cultural roots in Indonesia, but there is no deep analysis on the theology of the 

church in Indonesia regarding suffering. He mentions several Indonesian theologians 

who speak about suffering, but until now the church does not seem to have taken an 

official stance. 
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The image of Jesus as a suffering God portrays Jesus as socially concerned. This 

might seem to be an anthropological approach in Yewangoe’s Christology, but I do 

not believe that this anthropological approach will necessarily lead to an 

“anthropological Christology.”
137

 “Anthropological Christology” tends to become 

Jesuology. The focus of Jesuology is the human being, Jesus of Nazareth, not an 

exalted or pre-existent Christ. Yewangoe still takes into account the aspect of a pre-

existent Christ. What I mean by an “anthropological approach” is that here Jesus is 

seen as someone who was concerned about social conditions. His social concern can 

be seen in his preferential option for the poor and marginalised people, his solidarity 

with the multitudes, and his treatment of women. On the other hand, traditional 

Christology in the 4
th

 and 5
th

 centuries stressed only the metaphysical or theological 

dimensions of Christ.Yewangoe realized that the metaphysical dimension of Christ is 

difficult to understandin the context of poverty in Asia. Thus, Yewangoe became 

aware that the traditional Christology needs to be re-interpreted. That is why 

Yewangoe has reflected on Jesus as a kurban in the context of massive poverty in 

Indonesia. He combines this concept with the cultural context of tribal religion. For 

Yewangoe, Jesus identified himself with the poor. That is the “Good News,” the 

Gospel or Euanggelion, for the poor. 

 

Like Banawiratma and Yewangoe, Daniel Lukas Lukito places the suffering Jesus in 

the context of injustice and poverty as well. Lukito agrees with Banawiratma when he 

says that the church should be involved in politics. But churches in Indonesia differ 

regarding their political involvement. Some Indonesian churches feel that 

involvement in political parties is a “shortcut” to assuming a role in the state. 

Interestingly, most of the churches who feel this way are Evangelical churches. Some 

of the elders of the Evangelical churches have established a political party. Other 

Indonesian churches are still debating whether pastors and church elders should be 

involved in the political parties. In East Indonesia, where the majority of the 

population is Christian, such as Halmahera, Manado, Papua, and Timor, there are 

many pastors and church elders who are active in politics and have become members 

of the local legislature. Most mainline churches in Indonesia agree that the 

involvement of the church in politics has to be pursued not only through political 

parties but also through assisting the poor and fighting injustice directly. 

 

3.3. Jesus in the Context of Women 

What are the implications of Christological reflections for gender? Rosemary Radford 

Ruether points out that behind the maleness of Christ lies a theological assumption of 

the maleness of God. For this reason, only men can represent both the divine and the 

human nature of Christ.
138

 This kind of theology oppresses women not only in society 

but also in the church. Thus, it is important to clarify this. Banawiratma explains that 

the cross criticizes patriarchal domination.
139

 The symbol of the cross challenges 

patriarchy with love and self-sacrifice. Banawiratma argues that if Jesus had been a 

female and sacrificed her self on the cross, it would be accepted as common place 
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because women always sacrifice themselves. But Jesus’ self-sacrifice because of his 

love for humankind challenged the prevailing system. 

 

Banawiratma places the issue of gender in the context of the “oppressed” people. In 

reality, poverty is harsher on women and children.
140

 In Asia, women are 

discriminated against culturally and socially. Discrimination begins at the time of 

birth. A female child is considered by many to be less desirable than a male child. 

Female children are often denied the special privileges, positive encouragement and 

education that are granted to male children. Women are not allowed to enter into the 

process of decision-making in many societies. Women have been oppressed socially, 

culturally and religiously. It is necessary to raise consciousness regarding the ways 

women have perpetually been marginalized and relegated to second-class citizenship 

in society and in the church.
141

 Liberating marginalized people is a focus of liberation 

theology. 

 

Mery Kolimon also placed the women in Indonesia in the context of suffering: 

women have endured “double suffering” under both religious oppression and 

socioeconomic-political oppression. The theology of empowerment focuses on 

empowering women in all of these contexts. Considering the fact that Timor is one of 

the ten poorest provinces in Indonesia, Kolimon’s insights are important for women. 

Empowering women in Timor is an example of how a theologian can strive to apply 

theology in practical matters. In this way, theology would not remain an abstract 

proposition but become practically involved in concrete and real-life struggles, and 

have direct impact on helping people. In this case, women are identified with those 

who suffer. Is it possible to develop a feminist Christology based on women as 

women, and not as part of a larger group in society, e.g., those who suffer or the 

oppressed? Rita Nakashima Brock noted the importance of self-acceptance.
142

 

Transformational theology in the patriarchal world requires women to accept their 

own vulnerability, which provides a strength that comes from the heart. This strength 

radiates love to everyone. With self-acceptance, a new power emerges that can heal 

suffering. 

 

An interesting example of a feminist perspective comes from the Philippines, where 

Christ was seen as motherly and nurturing. Feminist theologians in the Philippines 

proposed the idea of Jesus as Inang Bayan. Ina means “Mother,” and bayan means 

“Land and People”: thus, “Jesus is the Mother of the People.”
143

 She is the one who 

gives birth to us, breastfeeds us, and provides us with resources for sustenance. The 

image of Inang Bayan is woven from the ancient memory of the many-breasted 

mother. It is the power of women in human life. Inang Bayan is a manifestation of the 

Wisdom of God.
144

 She is the embodiment of Christ. Rita Nakashima Brock gives 

another example, according to feminist Christology. She proposes a Christology 
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based on the community’s experience of Jesus, which is love. Jesus experiences 

feminist eros, which transforms himand gives him the capacity for profound love.
145

 

He has an “erotic power.” Based on Audre Lorde’s definition, Brock describes 

“erotic” as “the ability to feel our deepest passions in all aspects of our lives as the 

root of our life.”
146

 

 

It is difficult to propose a feminist Christology because Jesus was a man. Elizabeth A. 

Johnson argues that, of all the doctrines of the church, Christology is the one most 

used to oppress women.
147

 For this reason, it is better for the church to emphasize 

Jesus’ humanity rather than his gender. Jesus proclaimed justice and peace for all 

people, inclusive of women. In his time, women were considered non-persons. Jesus 

takes a stand against this socioreligious convention by talking to a woman (John 4:5-

42) and defending a woman in public (John 8:3-11). By treating women with respect 

and dignity, Jesus broke the patterns of discrimination and became a model for the 

liberation of women. 

 

3.4. Cultural Jesus 

Mery Kolimon offers a clear example of how Jesus can be presented within the 

context of cultural identity. She stays within the lines of church doctrine but, at the 

same time, brings an awareness of Timorese culture into an interactive theology. The 

Timorese accept both Christianity and their local culture. Kolimon realizes that 

Christians in Timor live in accordance with their own traditions and at the same time 

follow Christian traditions as taught by the church. This is, according to Brinkman, 

an “in-between” situation that not only empowers people in Christianity and in local 

traditions, but also encourages the process of doing theology creatively.
148

 Kolimon’s 

position illustrates the chief problem of doing theology both in academic life and in 

everyday faith. It shows that theology must now be undertaken with an eye towards 

the interpretation of doctrines and practices in relation to other religions and with an 

eye to the cultural contexts in which Christians live. 

 

The work of Kolimon and the activities of the other Timorese in their “in-between” 

situation reflect their search for a new identity that is shaped not only by their cultural 

heritage but also by Christianity. This is typical of the struggle of Christian Churches 

in Indonesia as reflected in the question of whether they are “Christian Churches in 

Indonesia” or “Christian Churches of Indonesia.” The first phrase implies that the 

church is a “stranger” that lives in Indonesia, whereas the latter phrase implies that 

the church is part of Indonesia. It should be noted that the “in-between” situation 

raises the issue of syncretism. Although the term “syncretism’” in Indonesia is largely 

interpreted negatively, some theologians, such as Gerrit Singgih, note that Christians 

sometimes need to use a syncretic approach in formulating religious identity.
149

 

 

Banawiratma’s Christology, which focuses on Jesus as Revealer, uses the scapegoat 

theory as a tool to analyze the sacrificial rituals in Indonesia. Although his 
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Christology is different from Yewangoe’s, their analyses are similar in attempting to 

understand the sacrificial rituals of tribal religions. Yewangoe’s Christology focuses 

on the concept of kurban, which is based on the sacrificial role of Christ in salvation. 

Banawiratma proposes the concept of Jesus as Revealer, which is based on the 

meaning of Christ in the relationship between God and humanity. Jesus reveals why 

human beings sacrificed Jesus and, at the same time, how God loves humans. Jesus as 

Revealer refers to the mystery of Jesus’ existence in the relationship between God 

and humanity. It is interesting that a single context, i.e., tribal rituals of sacrifice, has 

inspired different Christologies that arise from different aspects of Jesus. Thus, 

different aspects of Jesus suggest different images of Jesus. 

 

Another image of Jesus Banawiratma focuses on is Jesus as guru. In the cultural 

context of the Javanese, this image is more appropriate than Jesus as Revealer 

because the image of guru is culturally appropriate in the Javanese context and easily 

understood by the people. Actually, similar respect and reverence for the guru is 

found in many other places as well, including among the people in Sumbawa Island 

and Padang (West Sumatra). 

 

Yewangoe proposes an interesting Christology in the context of Indonesia, namely 

Jesus as a kurban. He wrote about it briefly in his book, Theologia Crucis in Asia. As 

a kurban, Jesus summarizes the complexity of ritual sacrifice. Although the 

discussion of Jesus as a kurban does not constitute a main part of his book, 

Yewangoe offers an insight here that might be very important for a future Indonesian 

Christology. 

 

In the context of tribal religions, Yewangoe states that it is easier to understand Jesus 

as kurban rather than Revealer. The tribal religions do not have a concept of Revealer 

or anything like it. The concept of kurban however, is present in every ritual 

sacrifice. This is a key concept for them. Thus, Jesus as kurban is an image that is 

more accessible for these believers. This becomes important for the church 

community as well in defining the Eucharist in itsown context. The Eucharist is a 

Christian ritual that celebrates Jesus’ sacrifice. Yewangoe cautions that a distinction 

must be made, however, between the passive kurban of the tribal sacrifices, which are 

only bridges that cannot do anything, and Jesus as kurban as an active person. This 

understanding of kurban is new to the tribal religions and can function as away to 

comprehend the role of Jesus as Revealer. So, there need not be an absolute contrast 

between these two images (of kurban and Revealer).  

 

Actually, the concept of kurban creates a link between religious plurality, poverty, 

and culture. Although Yewangoe took the Indonesian context into account seriously, 

his emphasis is on poverty. When he surveyed the Christological reflections produced 

by Asian theologians during the 1970s and the 1980s, he noted the many different 

attempts to interpret who Jesus is and what He means to the diverse Asian 

community. One way of categorising these endeavours is to see them as results of the 

triple-speared dialogue currently being carried out between Christianity and the poor, 

the different religions, and the different cultures of Asia. While it may be possible to 

delineate each of the areas of these dialogues, it is important to realize that in reality 
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the three veins are intertwined, often in an implicit way.
150

 Yewangoe shows how the 

three areas intertwine in the Asian context but chooses to emphasise poverty. 

 

In the context of culture, Kolimon is the only theologian who emphasizes the 

empowerment of the people as an objective of doing theology in regard to the cultural 

aspect. Christian theology should empower the local culture. Pieris argues similarly 

with regard to the context of Asia: Asian cultures and religions have the power to 

address the problem of suffering, and theologians should therefore immerse 

themselves in the local cultures to empower and liberate Asian people. 

 

3.5. Jesus in the Dialogue with Islam 

The first question to emerge in the context of Christian-Muslim dialogue about Jesus 

is: Can Islam be considered a source of Christology? Smail Balic, a Muslim 

theologian from Bosnia, said that Christology could not be a starting point for a 

dialogue between Muslims and Christians.
151

 The foundation of the Christian faith is 

a confession of Christ as Lord and Saviour who has been crucified and resurrected. 

Islamic theology rejects this claim. Although Islam comprehends Jesus as a prophet 

and as al-masih (the one who has been anointed), the Qur’an firmly removes all 

Christological dimensions from Jesus as expressed in the creeds. Thus, it is difficult 

to use Christology as a point of departure for an interreligious dialogue because the 

parameters about Jesus are not the same. The gap is too great between Christian 

theology and Islamic theology on the identity of Christ. 

 

Both the Bible and the Qur’an, however, contain or refer to the story of Jesus. This 

means that they both have references to Jesus, although they give testimonies in 

different ways and offer different responses to the question of Jesus’ identity. These 

differences, however, do not exclude the possibility of engaging in both perspectives. 

A dialogue between Christians and Muslims is possible because both the Bible and 

the Qur’an talk about Jesus. Of course, Christians should understand that the figure of 

Jesus in the Qur’an does not produce a particular faith for Muslims. Since Christians 

and Muslims have different perceptions about Jesus there is a need for dialogue.
152

 

 

When Banawiratma proposed using the concept of Jesus as the Word of God to make 

a bridge between Christians and Muslims, he countered Balic’s proposition and 

argued that Christology to be used in dialogue between Christians and Muslims. His 

research shows that Christian doctrine has to develop the concept of Jesus as the 

Word of God because this concept is like the concept of God and the Power of God in 

Islam. At the same time, Christians have to learn about the concept of God and the 

Power of God from Islam so that Christian doctrine can be enriched. Banawiratma is 

convinced that the study of Islamic theology can enrich Christian theology. It is clear, 

however, that Christology still has to consider its own point of departure. Although 

Christians can learn about Christ from Islamic theology, their point of departure is the 

Bible and Jesus as revealed in the Bible. 
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Rakhmat stated that the logical consequence of adopting Christology “from below” is 

that the founder of any religion can no longer be viewed as the one and only unique 

figure of the past sent by God either to give law, peace, and grace to humanity and 

the world, or to save the whole world and humanity through his pain and agony, or to 

spiritually enlighten every human being and creature.
153

 Christology “from below” 

does not reserve uniqueness for Christ alone. Jesus is not unique and decisive as a 

point of departure for interreligious dialogue, especially in the context of religious 

pluralism. 

 

I do not agree with Rakhmat’s position for two reasons. First, it cannot be denied that 

Christians cannot use their own Christology to evaluate other faiths, but a common 

point of departure is still needed. Based on a Christology “from below,” Banawiratma 

shows that Jesus can be seen as a “mediator” (the “Word of God” in Islam) who 

represents a bridge between God and humanity. This is the uniqueness of Christ and 

can be our point of departure. Second, although most 20
th

-century theologians opt for 

the approach of a Christology “from below,”– as stated earlier – a Christology “from 

below” (the Jesus of history) and a Christology “from above” (the Jesus of faith) are 

not mutually exclusive. The mystery of the divinity and humanity of Christ goes very 

deep. Nevertheless, all the current Christological approaches draw special attention to 

the meaning and significance of Christ in concrete human situations. 

 

Rakhmat clearly attempts to move away from traditional church doctrine and 

construct a new understanding based directly on the Bible or, more particularly, the 

historical Jesus. The only continuity he sees between contemporary Christians and the 

first Christian community is that they both have faith in a “person” named Jesus. 

How they comprehend and reflect on Jesus is different because they are living 

indifferent times. In light of this, Martien Brinkman’s question about the common 

reference point for Christians in many parts of the world and times is important. The 

article in the Apostles’ Creed on the “holy catholic church” needs to be clarified. The 

question is: What kind of Catholic church do Christians confess? 

 

Gerrit Singgih insists that the historical Jesus should merge with the Christ of faith. In 

this way, the development of theological research that is based on historical methods 

should help develop our faith inJesus. Mark L.Y. Chan argues that the unity of the 

Jesus of history and the Christ of faith (or the Christological interpretation of the 

historical Jesus) means that dogmatic Christology cannot be construed simply to 

cover the historical Jesus. Nor is the attempt to reconstruct the historical Jesus free 

from the presuppositions of the tradition.
154

 Actually, our encounter with the 

historical Jesus is our encounter with tradition. 

 

Countering Rakhmat, Banawiratma argues that Christ provides the lens through 

which everything has to be understood; Christ is the keystone of an overarching 

reality.
155

 Banawiratma’s Christology sees other religions, especially Islam, in a 
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positive light. Christian doctrines can learn from Islamic ‘Christology’ since there are 

some valid Islamic doctrines and beliefs about Christ. This positive approach is 

rooted in Banawiratma’s understanding that Christ, the incarnation of God, has a 

unique presence in other religions. He proposes that the uniqueness of Christ is not to 

conquer other religions. Christianity, he argues, cannot limit the work of the Holy 

Spirit. This is an important point for Christian inclusiveness. In the context of 

Christology that deals with interreligious dialogue, Banawiratma encourages the 

Indonesian church to think seriously about Jesus in the context of a dialogue with 

Islam. He sees the inherent value of other religions and encourages interreligious 

dialogue.
156

 

 

Over against Rakhmat, Daniel Lukito takes an exclusivist position when he declares 

that the uniqueness of Christ, i.e., Jesus’ divinity and his redemption, cannot be re-

interpreted and re-constructed. Christians, Lukito argues, should hold to the ultimate 

truth in the sense of the classical doctrine that Jesus is the only “Truth” and all other 

claims by other religions are seen as “untruth.” Lukito calls this “propositional” truth 

and distinguishes between “propositional dialogue” and “social dialogue.” 

Propositional dialogue is about truth that is firmly held in the form of propositions, 

while social dialogue concerns mutual respect, love, and friendship. A question arises 

here: If propositional truth excludes other religions, what kind of respect can be 

expected? The history of Christological dialogue in Indonesia shows that Lukito’s 

position creates tensions between Christians and Muslims in Indonesia. The claim of 

“propositional truth” that judges other claims to be “untruths” triggers conflict. It is 

reflected in the inability to respect and tolerate other beliefs. Lukito’s attempts to 

separate the commitment to Christian faith that Jesus is truth from positive attitudes 

towards other religions are not always successful. Thus, the uniqueness and meaning 

of Christ must be re-interpreted.  

 

Knitter views the uniqueness of Christ differently. He sees the uniqueness of Jesus as 

a personal commitment, rather than ultimate truth. Jesus is unique in His personal 

relationship with us.
157

 

 

Referring to the image of Jesus as the Word of God, Banawiratma tries to reinterpret 

the meaning of Christ so he can engage in a dialogue with Muslims. He supports the 

position of traditional doctrines but re-interprets them. He shows that Christian 

doctrine reflects the Unityof God by the Trinitarian concept that the Word of God is 

active and operative in the world today, encountering different traditions, cultures, 

and religions. Using the concept of Jesus as the Word of God, Banawiratma invites 

Muslims to teach Christians to think about God in a different way. He also uses the 

Islamic concept of Jesus as Word of God. In this way, he tries to bridge the gap 

between Christians and Muslims so they can accept each other’s faith on their own 
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terms. His efforts reflect his experience of studying Islamic theology and returning to 

study Christian theology, namely “passing over and coming back.”
158

 Banawiratma’s 

position was supported by Singgih.
159

 In religious dialogue, faith commitment is a 

basis for religions to work together and is shown by “passing over and coming back.” 

Banawiratma rejects the notion that one’s own religion has exclusive authority 

concerning ultimate matters. 

 

There are, however, difficulties with the concept of Jesus as Word of God in the 

context of Islam in Indonesia. The first difficulty lies in the fact that, in the Bible, 

Jesus as Word of God has been understood in “personal” terms. The Qur’an as the 

Word of God in Islam has never been thought of as a “person.” How can this gulf be 

bridged? Calling as Word of God in the Qur’an refers to his miraculous birth: it is a 

mystery. It is debatable whether “Word of God” is metaphorical or metaphysical, a 

name or an actual being.
160

 Second, in Christian doctrine, Jesus as Word of God 

implies the divinity of Christ. How does it do so? The divinity of Christ as statedinthe 

Chalcedonian Creed, which is centralfor Christians, is difficult for Muslims to 

understand. In the interests of interreligious dialogue, Banawiratma does not stress 

the divinity of Christ because Islam rejects it.
161

 Third, in Islamic theology, the Word 

of God is God’s messenger to bring the Words of God to human beings. Islamic 

theology compares Jesus with Adam. Adam was also born by God’s Word. Thus, if 

Adam is just a human being, then so is Jesus.
162

 

 

Rambitan has a proposal that is easier to understand (and to accept) by Muslims, i.e., 

that the dialogue be based on the image of Jesus as a prophet. In Islamic theology, the 

concept of Jesus as a prophet is very dominant. For Christians, however, there are 

several additional considerations. First, Jesus is more than a prophet. Second, the 

term “prophet” means different things in the Bible and the Qur’an.
163

 Third, this 

concept leads to the Islamic claim that Muhammad is the “seal of the prophets.” 

 

Is the concept of kurban a useful one in connection with religious plurality, especially 

with respect to Islam? Yewangoe doubts it. The image of Jesus asa kurban works in 

regard to tribal religions or cultures in Indonesia but would not be effective in the 

context of Islam. Christian doctrine and Islam differ with respect to Abraham’s 

sacrifice: Was it Isaac or Ishmael? The traditional Islamic conception of God is that 
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He is absolutely powerful and merciful; thus, it is impossible for His servants 

(prophets and messengers) to be subjected to unreasonable suffering and death. This 

is evidenced in the story of Abraham and his willingness to sacrifice his son, Ishmael. 

God rescues his prophets from excessive suffering and death, just as he rescued 

Ishmael. According to Islam, Jesus did not die on the cross but ascended to heaven 

before he died. Thus, it seems that an “intermediary” concept is needed before the 

concept of Jesus as kurban can be used as a point of encounter with Muslims. The 

question is: Can Banawiratma’s idea of Jesus as Word of God serve such an 

“intermediary” concept? We cannot arrive at the image of Jesus as kurban (as a 

function of Jesus in God’s salvation) without understanding the existence of Jesus as 

an “intermediary.” Banawiratma’s Christology provides that mediation. 

 

Mahmoud Ayoub proposes the idea of “martrydom” as an equivalent concept of 

kurban. He states that both Islam and Christianity agree on the basic concept of 

martyrdom as a witness to the truth.
164

 The true martyr is one who is free of any 

motive. Jihad is a symbol of the martyr in Islam, and the cross is the symbol of the 

martyr in Christianity. Thus, the combination of the concept of kurban, which has 

similar concepts in tribal religions in Indonesia and in Islam, and the concept of 

martyrdom, is interesting. Much research would be required to develop the 

combination of these concepts. 

 

Even though the Trinity is a specific Christian doctrine, Yewangoe does not refer to it 

much. Banawiratma, however, states explicitly that his Christology is Trinitarian 

Christology; he makes room for the role of the Holy Spirit. Although Yewangoe does 

not discuss the Trinity in terms of a relationship between God the Father, Jesus, and 

the Holy Spirit, his emphasis on human suffering leads to his discussion of an 

“economic Trinity.” The economic Trinity encompasses the relationship between the 

same three entities in their work and presence to, and in, the world, hence, in the 

economy of salvation.
165

 God sends both the Son and the Holy Spirit to work for 

salvation. The role of the Holy Spirit needs to be defined explicitly because the two 

doctrines, the Holy Spirit and Christ, are intimately related. 

 

This concept is important in the context of Islam in Indonesia because the Trinity is a 

sensitive issue for Islam. They interpret the Trinity as entailing three different gods, 

or tritheism, thus signifying that the Christian doctrine does not recognize the unity of 

God. According to tawhid, which stresses the unityof God, “tritheism” is blasphemy. 

Raimundo Panikkar talked about the importance of clarifying the doctrine of the 

Trinity in relation to Christology.
166

 He feels it is important not only for Christianity 

but for all religions in general. 

 

An interesting question arises: By trying to bridge gaps and by suggesting points of 

similarity between these two major religions, do Indonesian Christians compromise 

the Christian faith for the purpose of feeling more secure amidst a Muslim majority? I 

do not think so. The attempt to contextualise Christology is to help Christians 

understand their faith in different contexts. Faith does not need to be compromised, 
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but it can be explained in different ways according to different contexts. 

Christological expressions, which are open to rethinking and deeper understanding in 

changing historical settings need to be reflected upon. Although based on the Bible, 

Christians’ “faith journeys” move–and grow–from one context to another. 

 

 

4. Concluding Remarks 

 

As we discussed above, most Indonesian theologians hold that Christology should be 

based on the Bible, church tradition, and the empowerment of the people. The one 

exception is Rakhmat who wants to bypass the tradition and go directly to the original 

Jesus of the Bible. The Bible is the main criterion that should not be ignored. 

Christian faith about Jesus based on church tradition shows the catholicity of the 

Christian faith. The important question, however, remains: Who has the authority to 

decide the catholicity of the church? Empowerment is an important criterion that the 

people need more than mere theological propositions. 

 

There is a trend in Indonesia to understand Jesus from a Christology ‘from below’ 

perspective. Banawiratma and Yewangoe represent modern theologians who have 

retreated from the traditional issues that have dominated the Christology ‘from 

above’ perspective of the early church. They avoid this approach so that Christology 

can be made ‘suitable’ in the contemporary context. Meanwhile, although his 

approach is also ‘from below’, Lukito insists that Christians have to hold to the 

Christian truth faithfully when they become involved in interreligious dialogues with 

Muslims. It appears that a Christology ‘from below’ is best suited to the Indonesian 

context. But Indonesian theologians should maintain a creative balance between the 

divinity and humanity of Christ. A Christology ‘from below’ does not imply an 

abandonment of Jesus’ divinity. 

 

Yewangoe and Banawiratma have a similar point of departure when they relate Islam 

to their Christology, namely, their own culture. Yewangoe starts with the role of 

sacrifice in tribal religion, while Banawiratma starts with the image of Jesus as 

Teacher in the context of the Javanese people. It is understandable that the primordial 

sense of their own culture was their first consideration. Nonetheless, later on, in the 

1980s, both theologians developed their theology more explicitly in the context of 

Islam because Islam is the most important conversation partner for Christian theology 

in addressing social and cultural issues. 

 

Liberation theology has influenced the image of Jesus in Indonesia. It is actually 

praxis theology, viewing commitment to action as a precondition for doing theology. 

This means that there is a need to bring Christology into practical daily life to 

empower the people. The poor are still at the centre of liberation theology. Under the 

influence of liberation theology, Jesus has been represented as the Liberator who acts 

on behalf of the oppressed and poor people. Indonesian theologians take the suffering 

of the people into account in their theological reflections. Unlike Latin American 

theologians, Indonesian theologians have connected liberation theology tocultural and 

social analyses, thus creating an Asian liberation theology. Jesus as Liberator is the 

result of these cultural and social analyses. 
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The need for a Christology that is intimately linked with the culture, the particular 

way of feeling, thinking, and behaving of a community, is not only directed at 

liberation theology but to need to do theology. This is important because a 

recognisable reference to an everyday living experience is the first criterion for the 

meaningfulness of a given biblical theological reflection. Christianity should be 

engaged withthe mind and heart of the believers. For that reason, it must take the 

context that shapes their lives and in which their communities are rooted much more 

intentionally and seriously.
167

 Banawiratma and Yewangoe try to make Christology 

intelligible and relevant in the context of Indonesia. They propose Christologies that 

respond to the everyday lives of the people.  

 

Nonetheless, except for the recent works byBanawiratma, the realities of religious 

pluralism have not been given enough attention. He assumes that we can and should 

learn from other religions that confess Jesus in contexts different from Christianity. 

The focus of his attention is Islamic theology, which acknowledges Jesus in the 

Qur’an. Islam has rich and varied images of Jesus. Banawiratma takes the images of 

Jesus in Islam seriously. Although these images do not belong to the Christian 

tradition, they can be compared creatively with Christian concepts. 

 

To build a contextual Christology, Christian theologians in Indonesia must accept the 

Islam as a serious dialogue partner. The Islam can be a source of Christology as well. 

It is important in the context of dialogue between Christians and Muslims. 

Banawiratma shows that the possibilities for Christian-Muslim dialogue on 

Christology are possible. He makes the theological shift of comparing the Qur’an to 

Christ, rather than the Qur’an to the Bible. This means that Christological dialogue 

between Christians and Muslims is possible. Christology is not a  door that is closed 

to many different perspectives. 

 

The suffering of the people as a main consideration of liberation theology are laid 

aside when Islamic theology is taken into consideration because the death of Jesus on 

the cross is denied in the Qur’an. Since Islamic theology also recognises the concept 

of someone who sacrifices himself for others, the question is: Can the suffering of 

Jesus in the Islamic context be seen as a reflection of the suffering of people? The 

next chapter will elaborate on the concept of Jesus as a kurban, someone who 

sacrifices himself for the sake of other people. 
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Chapter IV 

Jesus as Kurban: Christology in the Context of Islam in Indonesia 

 

 

1. Introduction 

In the previous chapter, I discussed how Indonesian theologians present Jesus. In the 

context of Islam, they proposed several images, such as Jesus as the Word of God, 

Jesus as the Prophet, and Jesus as the Sign of God. But not many theologians explore 

the presentation of the suffering, death, and resurrection of Jesus, which are the most 

important beliefs in the Christian faith. These are the sensitive issues between 

Christians and Muslims. Jürgen Moltmann said, “Christian faith stands and falls with 

the knowledge of the Crucified Christ.”
1
 The cross is the definitive symbol of the 

Christian faith. The crucifixion and resurrection lie at the foundation of the Christian 

faith. Since the crucified Jesus is an essential article of faith for Christians, they need 

to find a way to explain this important creed to Muslims and to provide a new 

theological understanding for Christians so that they can enter into dialogue. 

 

It is not easy to determine the point of encounter between Christianity and Islam 

regarding the suffering of Jesus. There are several reasons for this. First, the 

presentation of Jesus in the Bible, including his suffering, death, and resurrection, 

witnesses to both the divine and human natures of Jesus, reflecting the faith response 

of the first Christian community. The Bible offers many portraits of Jesus in different 

aspects, but the aspect of divinity does not overshadow Jesus’ humanity. The Bible’s 

claim that those who encountered Jesus had met God rests in the conviction that Jesus 

was the presence of God. It is not easy to convey the belief of the dual nature of Jesus 

to a community that does not share a similar perspective. Second, the reception of the 

presentation of Jesus’ divinity and humanity in the Bible has varied. Based on their 

encounters with Jesus, the first Christians did not share one view on how the divinity 

and humanity of Jesus should be presented. A vigorous debate on this matter lasted 

for centuries. Third, although Islamic theology does not deny the possibility of Jesus’ 

suffering, it does reject the death of Jesus on the cross as the Son of God. For 

Christians, the death of Jesus on the cross is the primary symbol of God’s solidarity 

with human suffering and is related to the core belief of salvation. In Christianity, 

soteriology cannot be discussed without discussing Christology, although one can 

talk about Jesus without talking about soteriology. These points reflect one of the 

important tasks of doing theology in the context of Islam, that is, to present Jesus 

“appropriately” as the mediation point between God and humanity. “Appropriately” 

means that the presentation not only considers the context of Islam to beone of the 

main aspects of life in Indonesia. It is also to remain faithful to the Bible as the main 

source of Christian doctrine. Although Jesus is recognised and honoured by other 

religions, it is only Christians who consider Jesus to be one of the most significant 

expressions of the divine. In this presentation, Christians will be able to appreciate 

other religions and reduce their feeling of superiority towards other religions when 
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they recognise the mythic character of their own incarnation language.
2
 Indonesian 

churches should consider the reinterpretation of Christology as important and vital if 

they wish to participate in the multireligious context of Indonesia. 

 

This chapter will discuss the concept of Jesus as kurban (sacrifice) in Christian 

theology with some considerations to Islamic theology. In the first part, I will 

elaborate the mission of Jesus as a kenotic mission.  

 

2.  The Kenotic Mission of Jesus 

One important point of Christian faith is the kenotic aspect of Jesus Christ. What does 

this mean? The Greek word kenoo means “to empty oneself.”
3
 This word has been 

used by theologians refer to Jesus’ act of self-emptying and is derived from Paul in 

his letter to the Philippians, 2:6-8, in which he describes Jesus as having the essential 

qualities of divinity and of human servanthood: Jesus “emptied himself” of his 

divinity to become truly human. A question remains, however: Did Jesus completely 

abdicate all of his divinity only to resume it after his resurrection? 

 

There are two separate answers. The first answer focuses on the ontological issue 

while the second emphasises the functional issue.
4
 The ontological argument says 

that, having taken on the form of a human being, Jesus was truly human and 

relinquished all divine attributes: as a human, Jesus became ignorant, powerless, and 

spatially limited.
5
 After the resurrection, however, here gained his divinity. The 

functionalist argument says that Jesus retained his attributes of divinity but restricted 

their use. This perspective explains why Jesus did not know about some issues, such 

as the end of the world.
6
 

 

Commenting on this question, Gordon D. Fee says “on the basis of what was known 

and came to be believed about Jesus’s earthly life, Paul is trying to say something 

about what could not be observed, yet came to be believed about Christ.”
7
 Fee 

stresses the fact that faith does not need to be based on observable, empirical facts of 

the life and the work of the human Jesus. Through the lens of faith concerning Jesus, 

Paul goes beyond what could be said about the unearthly life of Jesus, whether it can 

be verified or not. Fee balanced the kenotic aspects of Jesus: first, as God, Jesus 

emptied himself by becoming human, and second, as a human, Jesus emptied himself 

by becoming a slave, humble, and obedient unto death.
8
 Fee balances Jesus’ kenotic 

aspects by first speaking about Jesus as God who then assumes another role. 

According to Fee, Paul says that Jesus is not merely human. In Philippians 2:6-8, 

Paul describes Jesus as the divine image-bearer in his incarnation and, not for the first 
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time, also refers to the pre-existence of Jesus.
9
 It is important then to balance Jesus’ 

role asserving in the world and his ontological aspect as God’s incarnation. Paul 

stressed the kenotic aspects of Jesus’ role and the work in the world as his mission. 

 

The important question is: What is Jesus’ mission and how should it be supported by 

the kenotic aspect? Matthew 4:17 provides a clear and short answer: “Repent, for the 

Kingdom of God has come near” (see also Mark 1:14-15). From these verses, it can 

be presumed that Jesus’ mission is to proclaim that the Kingdom of God has come 

and to ask people to prepare for it by repenting. Dunn notes that the phrase “Kingdom 

of God” appears frequently in Mark (13 times), Matthew (4 times), and Luke (9 

times).
10

 Jesus’ proclamation is based on his concern for the social and religious life 

of the Jewish people at that time. His call for them to renew their faith and reform in 

order to welcome the coming of the Kingdom of God was Jesus’ important mission. 

 

What is the meaning of the “Kingdom of God” in the context of Jesus' ministry? 

Dunn places the meaning of the Kingdom of God first in the context of Jewish 

religiosity. The Jews were very familiar with the term ‘Kingdom’ and always 

remember that the high point of their history was when David brought Israel to the 

golden age as their king. But they also remember that God is the true king of Israel. 

Dunn reiterates that the Kingdom of God also means that God’s purpose to restore 

and renew all His creation had reached its climax in Jesus.
11

 The Kingdom of God 

was drawn nearer to its realisation through Jesus’ ministry, and this constituted a 

crisis point because humanity had to respond. 

 

Bruce Malina has another view. For him, the Kingdom of God does not depict a 

certain area, comparable to the Persian Empire, the kingdom of Egypt, or the 

kingdom of Israel. Rather, it evokes more the image of a ‘community house’ where 

each person can live in a family atmosphere, peacefully and comfortably.
12

 Thus, 

Jesus refers to God as “Father” as an application of kinship terminology. ‘Father’ is 

the patron, the head of the family who encourages and supports all the family 

members. To enter the Kingdom of God means to enjoy the patronage of God. The 

principle of the community house is also shown when Jesus repeatedly dines with tax 

collectors and his disciples and stays in the house of Mary and Martha. Malina argues 

that by promoting the house of God, Jesus countered the system in the temples, which 

restricted people in meeting with God.
13

 With God as their ‘Father’, people would be 

able to meet God more freely. 

 

As E.P. Sanders points out, the metaphor of the family has an eschatological aspect.
14

 

Jesus saw the Kingdom of God as the fulfilment of a situation that would occur in the 

future. Meanwhile, Norman Perrin, whom Sanders quotes, argues that it is difficult to 

put the Kingdom of God in the context of the present or the future. Jesus used the 
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term initially as a symbol for his followers to begin to think seriously about the 

coming of the Kingdom of God and in the anticipation of various realities, such as 

loving their enemies, giving food to the hungry, defending women who had been 

accused of adultery, and healing the sick, that would manifest the Kingdom of God.
15

 

In this way, the aspects of the present and the future blend together into one. Paul 

emphatically states that the Kingdom of God includes both the present and future (1 

Cor. 6:9; 4:20; 15:50), for where and when the power of God appears, then the 

Kingdom of God is present. The Kingdom of God is the reality of the power of 

God.
16

 The sign of the power of God appears through the work and character of 

Jesus. 

 

Dunn argues that being prepared to enter the Kingdom of God means being prepared 

for self-sacrifice and possible suffering.
17

 When Jesus was baptized he reminded his 

disciplines that they would suffer contempt and abuse (Matt. 5:39) and that to share 

in Jesus’ mission was to court danger (Matt. 10:16; Luke 10:3). Jesus consistently 

demonstrated throughout his life how he ‘emptied’ and humbled himself.
18

 He was a 

perfect example of someone who surrendered himself to fulfil God’s mission and 

expressed his humanity through service to others as a way to enter the Kingdom of 

God.
19

 Jesus chose freely to be with humankind and his willingness to sacrifice 

himself was his ultimate decision. 

 

Jesus’ choice was to embrace humiliation rather than glorification as an exemplary 

way of life to enter the Kingdom of God. He demonstrated his freedom to determine 

his way of his life as the fulfilment of his mission. Jesus’ choice opened up a 

relationship between God and humankind and also between individual human beings. 

This was mirrored not only in his death but also in his entire life. Jesus’ entire life and 

death were directed at the cross. 

 

 

3. Jesus as Mediator between Divinity and Humanity 

For Christian faith, Jesus is the Word of God. In the Old Testament, the Word of 

God, or Word of Yahweh, is God’s medium to express and reveal His presence to 

Israel. The Hebrew word for the Word of Yahweh is dabar. Dabar not only means 

“word,” but also “thing,” “object,” “event,” or in effect, creatio. It implies the 

embodiment of an immaterial aspect.
20

 As “word,” speech is imbued with spiritual 

content, whereas as an object or thing, it is filled with conception before an object 

physically existing. At the beginning of the Old Testament, the Bible tells the story of 

creation of the universe through God’s word. The creation is the beginning of God’s 

revelation. The Old Testament is filled with the expression that the “Word of God” 

came to the prophets and Israel regularly. It can be concluded from these references 
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that the Word of God is an event in which God reveals Himself. God could choose 

any form of revelation, but it is only through the Word that it becomes meaningful.
21

 

 

In the New Testament, the important occurrence of the Word of God is in the figure 

of Jesus. John 1:1-18 mentions the Word of God as an expression of God’s presence 

in human life. God relates to the world through His Word. John 1:1, 2, and 5 are very 

close to the picture of the presence of God in the creation event. God is manifested in 

His Word and all things were made by His Word. Meanwhile, John 1:14 alludes to 

the Old Testament, which describes God’s presence in the world. The Word “lived” 

in verse 14 refers to God's presence in the tabernacle (Exod. 25:8).
22

 Thus, the 

tabernacle in the Jewish temple is a symbol of God's presence. 

 

The allusion to the Old Testament in John 1:14 depicts God’s presence in human life 

by adopting a worldly medium. This is not a new phenomenon because the existence 

of God has long been described in anthropomorphic terms.
23

 Phrases such as “God 

saw” and “God hears” presuppose that God has eyes and ears just as humans do. The 

means by which God uses to reveal Himself to the world is human flesh, an act that 

empowers and demonstrates respect for humanity. In this perspective, God chooses to 

use the human flesh as the medium to reveal Himself to the world. 

 

Humanity encounters God through the figure of Jesus. Thus, the focus of Jesus’ work 

is not Himself but God the Father. Whatever Jesus did was done for the glory of the 

Father. The work of Jesus manifested the work of God. Jesus repeatedly stated that 

his miracles were signs of the presence of the Kingdom of God. The miracles that 

Jesus performed refer to a larger presence, namely, God Himself. The divine creative 

force, which waspresent in the person of Jesus, is a divine power that comes with the 

notionof creatio continua, continuous creation. The process of Jesus’ suffering is the 

process of God’s creation for humanity. In that process, Jesus has to suffer unto 

death, and his suffering is God’s suffering. Thus, the Word of God is God with us as 

one of us; His word became flesh, just like our flesh, and became blood just like our 

blood, and suffered just like we suffer. Karl Barth said that it is a revelation that “the 

Word of God did actually become a real man and that therefore the life of this real 

man was the object and theatre of the act of God.”
24

 

 

The interpretation of the God who suffered and “emptied” Himself has spurred a long 

contentious debate dating back to the founding of the church. The concept of God's 

suffering is unacceptable to some people because God is all-powerful and incapable 

of suffering. Some theologians retain the view that God is impassible, meaning that 

God cannot suffer or experience pain. In Greek philosophy, God is distant and 

immune from emotions and human feelings. Therefore, if God suffers then God is 

deficient. Tertullian, Augustine, and Aquinas all affirmed that God could not 

experience pain or suffer. Contrary to this argument, some modern Western 

theologians, such as Jürgen Moltmann, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, and Emil Brunner, and 
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Asian theologians, such as Choan Seng Song, Kosuke Koyama, Kazoh Kitamori and 

Aloysius Pieris, developed the idea of the suffering God as an expression of God’s 

solidarity with humanity, particularly with oppressed peoples in regions such as Asia 

and Latin America. The concept of the suffering God developed as a theological 

reflection in response to modern concerns. 

 

To be a mediator between the divine and humanity means that Jesus had to suffer; 

and a suffering Jesus is a suffering God. Without it, all the meaning of the cross is 

void. Barth stated emphatically that God suffered as the necessary means for His 

revelation through the death of Jesus on the cross. God loves the world and gave His 

son to the world to die on the cross. His suffering is the medium by which God 

shared His love with the world and humanity, while inspiring love amongst 

humankind. Jesus’ self-sacrifice is in fact proof of God’s love for humanity.
25

 

 

Ben Witherington III, in his comments on the writing of John Dominic Crossan, 

states that Jesus is a mediator, a broker of God’s grace or salvation.
26

 Jesus is not only 

an example of inclusive Judaism but conveys the universal message of the Kingdom 

of God, which is not intended only for the Jews. In Jesus, the creatio continua is 

revealed in an explicit form. Jesus’ sayings and service reflect God’s love for 

humankind. 

 

4.Kurban in the Muslim Context 

4.1. The Concept in General  

4.1.1.The Meaning of Kurban 

The concept of kurban (in Arabic, qurban
27

) has a deep meaning in Islam. Surah As-

Saffat 100-113 tells the story of Ibrahim who was tested by God and ordered to 

sacrifice his son, Ishmael. The test forced Ibrahim to the limits of his faith, and 

Ibrahim intended to obey the command. During the annual hajj pilgrimage to Mecca, 

Muslims ritually slaughter animals in remembrance of Ibrahim’s (Abraham’s) 

willingness to sacrifice his son Ishmael to prove his obedience to God. This 

ceremony, Eid’ al-Adha (Feast of the Sacrifice), is the culmination of the hajj. It is 

the greater of the two annual canonical Islamic feasts. The other feast is the Feast of 

Breaking the Fast or Sugar Feast, Eid’ al-Fitri, 

 

During Eid’ al-Adha, sheep, goats, or buffalos are ritually sacrificed; all the blood 

must be drained before the meat is butchered.
28

 The individual who donates the 

animal shares one-third of the meat with the needy, one-third with neighbours, and 

the final third is for his own family. This is a joyful moment when the Muslims share 

the sacrificial meat with the poor and families, and neighbours eat together in 

commemoration of Ibrahim’s sacrifice of a ram instead of Ishmael.
29

 In many parts of 

Indonesia, Muslims share the meat with all their neighbours, including non-Muslims. 
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The joy of the celebration and the sense of community overcome the exclusivity of 

religious ritual, as it is important to nurture and cultivate social relations in communal 

life. In Indonesia, the Eid’ al-Adha prayer that is recited immediately before 

slaughtering the sacrificial animal is an exclusive aspect of the ritual. The act of 

slaughtering and the distribution of the meat, however, are socioculturally inclusive.
30

 

The Shorter Encyclopaedia of Islam defines kurban as “sacrifice.”
31

 The word goes 

back to the Hebrew kōrban via Aramaic. Another word that refers to sacrifice is 

dzabia or udhiyah. The most common word used is qurban, which becomes kurban 

in Indonesian. The Qur’an speaks of “sacrifice” neither as a ransom nor as 

redemption from human sin. Redemption is a result of personal piety or 

righteousness.
32

 Surah Al Hajj verse 37 says, “It is not (the camel) meat nor their 

blood that reaches Allah: It is your piety that reaches Him.” It is quite clear that here 

sacrifice is a symbol of piety and the seriousness of the sinner. A more common use 

of kurban, however, refers to the ritual sacrifice of animals
33

– lambs, goats, sheep, 

cows, camels, or, as in several parts of Indonesia, buffalos. The animals must be in 

good health and conscious. 

Jonathan Benthal offers an interesting comparison to sacrifice.
34

 He compares 

sacrifice with zakat (giving alms). Zakat, whichliterally means “grow in goodness or 

purity,” refers to the alms that the wealthy are required to pay to the poor as 

redemption for their sins. In this way, zakat has a similar function and can be closely 

associated with the donation of animals for sacrifice on Eid’ al-Adha. The difference 

lies in the fact that, while zakat can be offered regularly, it is not associated with a 

specific time, like the animal sacrifice is with Eid’ al Adha. 

 

4.1.2.The Concept of Shafa’a 

One of the central points in Islamic and Christian theology is the concept of 

redemption. Mahmoud Ayoub said that in the Islamic tradition, redemption is 

associated with attempts to fight demons and temptations as related in stories 

beginning with Adam.
35

 Redemption is achieved through struggle and sacrifice. The 

Qur'an relates that Adam disobeyed God, but God rescued him and gave Adam His 

word. Adam was saved because he received words from God in an act of redemption. 

Other than in Christianity, Adam in the Qur’an was not the first man to fall into sin. 

In fact, he is seen as a prophet. Adam gains redemption through his righteousness, 

and through him the history of revelation begins. Thus, redemptive salvation in Islam 

is achieved through righteousness and the will of God. 
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Islam also recognises the possibility of redemption through a mediator. In Arabic, a 

mediator is shafa’ah.
36

 Shafa’a means “even” or “make equal,” which refers to 

someone who serves as a mediator for others who have made mistakes, sinners. The 

Qur’an states in Surah An-Nisa 85, “Who interveneth in a good cause will have the 

reward thereof, and who interveneth in an evil cause will bear the consequence 

thereof. Allah overseeth all things.”
37

 The power and status of the mediator influences 

the success of the redemption of sinners. Sinners may request the help of a mediator 

who conveys a prayer for the redemption of their sins. Shafa’a refers not only to the 

process of intercession in the context of the socioreligious community but is also used 

in an eschatological context referring to the end time.
38

 

 

It is clear that the concept of shafa’a is closely connected to the concept of 

redemption. Ayoub cites the Qur’an, which says, “who shall intercede with him, save 

by his leave.”
39

 The intercessor secures redemption for others. Ayoub shows that in 

the hadith of al-Shafa’ah the Prophet Muhammad is believed to be an intermediary 

not only for Muslims but also for the entire world. Meanwhile, in the tradition of Abu 

Hurayah, it is believed that, on the day of resurrection, all humankind will cry and ask 

forgiveness from God. They will wait 70 years. At that time, the Prophet Muhammad 

will rise and become a bridge for them to God. Not everyone will go to heaven, but 

God will listen to his or her cries and pleas for forgiveness and pronounce justice. 

The Prophet Muhammad is not the only intercessor. The intercessor, as the mediator 

between God and man, appeals to God for forgiveness on behalf of someone else, 

and, if that intercession is favoured by God, the punishment may be rescinded. The 

mediator, or shafa’a, is someone who is loved by God and has earned the “right” to 

stand before God and ask for forgiveness for those who committed wrongs (sinners). 

Thus, shafa’a is concerned with the redemption from sins. 

 

In the Qur’an, a prophet can serve as an intercessor. Surah Yusuf 97-98 tells the story 

of the sons of Jakub (Jacob) who asked their father to act as an intercessor to ask for 

God’s forgiveness for them: “They said: O our father! Ask forgiveness of our sins for 

us, for lo! We were sinners. He said: I shall ask forgiveness for you of my Lord. Lo! 

He is the Forgiving, the Merciful” (verses 97-98). Jakub was willing to be the 

intercessor and asked God to forgive his sons. His petition was a prayer for his 

children. 

 

One of the well-known intercessors in Islam who will restore the universe at the end 

of the world is Imam Mahdi.
40

 Imam Mahdi is a priest who will bring salvation as a 

mediator between God and humankind. He will fight against the Dajjal, the anti-God, 

in the last days. The Qur’an recognises Jesus’ role as mediator along with Imam 

Mahdi, although, according to Ayoub, the Qur’an confirms that Jesus is the Messiah. 

In the last days, Jesus will defeat the Antichrist, restore the universe, and purify the 
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world. This eschatological aspect of the intercession has deep roots in the Islamic 

tradition. 

 

A Muslim reformist from the Middle Ages, Ibn Taymiyya (1263-1328), 

acknowledged the eschatological aspect of intercession. According to Taymiyya, in 

the last days there will be six prophets who will act as intercessors, namely Adam, 

Noah, Abraham, Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad. But only Muhammad will succeed 

as an intercessor.
41

 

 

Tariq Haashmi, a contemporary Islamic scholar from Pakistan, rejects the general 

understanding of the mediator, shafa'a.
42

 He argues that the only mediator in Islam is 

the Prophet Muhammad. Haashmi acknowledges the role of the intercessor at the end 

of the world, but he refuses to recognize the role of the other prophets during that 

time. 

 

Although the intercessor has an important rolein Islamic theology, Islamic 

theologians do not agree on the role of the prophets as intercessors. In general, it is 

agreed that Jesus does play an important eschatological role at the end of the world. 

 

According to Shaun Marmon, the role of intercession is deeply rooted in the Sunni 

tradition. In addition to the role of the Prophet Muhammad as the intercessor at the 

end of the world, the role of the “righteous dead” is important in the Sunni tradition. 

It is believed that certain individuals who lived righteous lives can mediate between 

the living and God through prayers. Thus, pilgrimages to the graves of the “righteous 

dead” are often undertaken where people pray and hope that the “righteous dead” will 

serve as intercessors for them.
43

 In Indonesia, the majority of Muslims are Sunni. One 

of the Islamic groups in Indonesia thatstill makes pilgrimages to the graves of the 

“righteous dead” is Nahdlatul Ulama (NU). NU believes that if believers make a 

pilgrimage to the gravesite of a “righteous dead” person they will be blessed.
44

 For at 

certain times of the year, such as Ramadhan (the month of fasting), many members of 

NU will travel to and pray at the graves of those who are considered to be righteous. 

 

The life of a shafa’a can be fraught with difficulties and sacrifices. Indeed, it could be 

said that, without difficulties and suffering, an individual could not attain the fortitude 

to serve as an intercessor. It is precisely because of his sacrifice that the intercessor 

can succeed as a mediator between humans and God. By way of comparison, the 

Catholic Church also recognises the role of intercessors in their prayers, such as the 

Virgin Mary. In the Patristic period, Christianity had a cult of martyrs, heroes of the 

faith who had died for their beliefs.
45

 

 

4.2. The Denial of the Cross 
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The Qur’an recognizes Isa (Jesus) as God’s prophet who brings a message to Israel. 

The prophethood of Jesus is the divine response to human sins and is a part of the 

concept of prophethood in the Qur’an.
46

 Jesus had an important and unique role from 

his birth through his death. The Qur’an views the birth of Jesus as a miracle: when 

God said “Kun,”“Let it be,” Mary became pregnant. This is a symbol of purity. 

 

Generally, most of the commentaries on the Qur’an reject the claim that Jesus was 

killed or crucified. According to the Qur’an, God replaced Jesus with someone else 

on the cross. Surah An-Nisa 157 says: 

 

And because of their saying: We slew the Messiah, Jesus, son of Mary, 

Allah’s messenger – They slew him not nor crucified him, but it 

appeared so unto them; and lo! Those who disagree concerning it are in 

doubt thereof; they have no knowledge thereof save pursuit of a 

conjecture; they slew him not for certain. 

 

Based on this verse, almost all Islamic theologians agree that Jesus did not die on 

the cross but that God let people think that Jesus was crucified. Muhammad ibn 

Jarir al-Tabari tells of an event when God made others resemble Jesus.
47

 He says 

that, on one occasion, Jesus and the group of his disciples enter a house. A group 

of Jews who intended to arrest Jesus were in the house, God suddenly made all 

the disciples resemble Jesus so that the Jews could not identify the real Jesus. 

Eventually, the Jews arrested someone who resembled Jesus and crucified him. 

 

An important question arises: If God did indeed replace Jesus with someone else, 

did this person concur with God’s action voluntarily and consciously or was he 

forced? If this person did not volunteer to replace Jesus, then God acted 

arbitrarily (zulm). The Qatada tradition relates a story in which Jesus asks who of 

his disciples is willing to take his place and be killed. One of his disciples 

volunteers to resemble and replace Jesus, and ultimately be crucified. Ayoub 

stated that Tabari, in the name of the Qatada tradition, said: 

It has been related to us that Jesus son of Mary, the prophet of God, said 

to his companions, “Who among you would consent to have my likeness 

(shabahi) cast upon him, and be killed?” One of them answered, “I 

would, O prophet of God.” Thus, that man was killed and God protected 

His prophet and took him up to Himself.
48

 

 

The Qatada tradition realises that God would honour someone who acted voluntarily 

to save His prophet. At the same time, the tradition maintains that God would not act 

arbitrarily. 

 

In another commentary regarding Jesus’ presumed death, Ibn Ishaq reported that, 

before the Jews arrived, Jesus was greatly frightened by the prospect of death and 

prayed, “O God, if Thou would take away this cup from any of Thine creatures, then 
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take it away from me.”
49

 This prayer is similar to the prayer cited in the gospel of 

Luke (Luke 22:44). It is possible that Ibn Ishaq had encountered a Christian 

community or hadread these Bible verses. 

 

The version of the story that Jesus did not die and was replaced by someone else on 

the cross was known in Christian communities several centuries before Islam 

emerged. For example, in the third century, the Gnostic tradition said that Jesus’ 

body is actually an illusion that cannot die.
50

 This understanding opens up the 

possibility that someone else was crucified, not Jesus. There are also the teachings of 

Basilide, a teacher from Alexandria who lived in the early third century and claimed 

that the person who was crucified was Simon of Cyrene.
51

After Simon carried Jesus’ 

cross, they exchanged bodies so that it was Simon who was crucified. Thus, the 

Qur’anic version of Jesus’ death was not new since it existed previously in Christian 

communities. 

 

The Qur’an affirms that Jesus was almost taken to the cross and made a martyr at a 

critical moment in his life. It is interesting that the Qur’an condemns those who 

intended to crucify Jesus. It does not reject the presence of the cross, but it does reject 

the death of Jesus on the cross. According to Ayoub, many Muslim theologians, in 

agreement with Christianity, acknowledge that the Jews’ plan to crucify Jesus was a 

historical fact. Following the Qur’an, however, they reject the claim that the person 

who was crucified by the Jews was Jesus.
52

 

 

Why does Islam reject the claim that Jesus died on the cross? This rejection is based 

on the argument that God would not let His messengers be killed because that would 

entail defeat and failure. The verses in the Qur’an tell how God sent the prophets as 

His messengers to prevent crime and deliver good news to the righteous. Based on 

the idea that the piety, righteousness, and the goodness of God will always prevail, 

the Qur’an constantly alludes to the acts of God, such as saving Noah from the flood, 

Moses from the Pharaoh, and Jesus from the Jews.
53

 God did not allow His prophets 

to be defeated – that would mean the defeat of God and the righteous. God’s 

messengers should be victorious in performing their duties – that would signify the 

glory of God. 

 

It is possible that the denial of Jesus’ death on the cross could be a reflection of the 

denial of his resurrection; if Jesus’death on the cross is denied, then the resurrection 

is denied as well. A denial of Jesus’ resurrection influences the understanding of 

Jesus’ divinity. Michael Hayek, a Lebanese theologian, points out that, in the 

formative days of Islam, amongst the early Christian community in the Arab 

Peninsula, there was a group who followed Docetic teachings that rejected the death 

and suffering of Jesus.
54

 The Prophet Muhammad’s understanding of the death and 
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sacrifice of Jesus resembled the views held by this group. Although an encounter 

between the Prophet Muhammad and members of the early Christian community is 

possible, Ayoub questions whether the influence of Docetism on the formation of the 

Islamic understanding of Jesus is due to personal contact or is only incidental. 

 

Another reason for the Islamic denial of Jesus’ death on the cross is that the death of 

the prophet at the hands of an enemy in Islamic theology is a symbol of defeat. The 

killing of a prophet would be a symbol of God’s defeat. God has always provided 

assistance for his prophets and God’s messengers will achieve a final victory 

eventually, as Surah Al Mu’min 51 states, “Lo! We verily do help Our messengers, 

and those who believe, in the life of the world and on the day when witnesses arise.” 

Also, Surah As-Saffat 116 states: “And helped them so that they became the victors.” 

God assists and defends His prophets because they are conveying God’s mission and 

message to humanity. 

 

The verses in the Qur’an acknowledge that the prophets will encounter many 

difficulties and will suffer. However, Surah Al-Isra 5 and 56 declares that in the end, 

“God will be victorious” because God is all-powerful. The achievement of success or 

victory should be at the end of the journeys of God’s prophets, signalling the 

accomplishment of their missions and the victory of God’s truth. God repeatedly 

saved the Prophet Muhammad in order to secure a victory. Ali Merad, an Islamic 

theologian from France, said that the Christian understanding of Jesus’ suffering 

illustrates God’s failure, whereas the Qur’an states that God will never abandon His 

messengers. God’s act in saving Jesus (from death on the cross) shows the victory of 

faith over evil. The salvation of the world was not brought about by the death of 

Jesus but by God’s saving him and preventing him from dying on the cross.
55

 For 

Merad, God’s act of saving Jesus is an act of redemption that carries a powerful 

message for the righteous man, i.e., that the messenger of Allah is always saved. 

 

The rejection by many Islamic theologians of the death of Jesus was not associated 

with their rejection of Jesus’ divinity or the significance of salvation in reference to 

the cross. Islam firmly grasps the meaning of sacrifice and willingness to suffer to 

uphold the will of God. The rejection of Jesus’ death on the cross pre-existed Islam 

and the Prophet Muhammad. Steenbrink notes that, in 178 CE, Irenaeus of Lyon 

pointed out that there were several Gnostic sects that denied the death of Jesus on the 

cross.
56

 Manichaeism adopted and developed this idea.
57

 Islamic theology rejects the 

death of Jesus because his being saved emphasises the victories of God’s messengers. 

Although Christian theology sees the resurrection of Christ as a triumph of God’s 

messenger, the death of Jesus at the hands of the enemies of God is difficult for many 

Muslim theologians to accept. They see the way Jesus is depicted as dying on the 

cross as signifying the defeat of God’s prophet. 

 

4.3. The Affirmation of Jesus’ Death 
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Most Islamic theologians interpret the Qur’anic verses as saying that Jesus did not 

die on the cross; someone else did. Some interpretations, however, take a different 

position and agree that Jesus really did die on the cross. Mathias Zahniser uncovered 

a minority opinion by Ibn ‘Abbas (687/688 AD) and Wahb ibn Munabbih 

(728/732AD) based on Surah Al-Imran 55:
58

 

 

Behold! God said: “O Jesus! I will take thee and raise thee to Myself and 

clear thee (of the falsehood) of those who blaspheme; I will make those 

who follow thee superior to those who reject faith, to the Day of 

Resurrection: then shall ye all return unto me, and I will judge between 

you of the matters wherein ye dispute. 

 

They interpret the phrase ”I will take thee…” (mutawaffi-ka) to mean: “I shall 

cause thee to die.” Therefore, they claim, God took the spirit of Jesus and Jesus did 

indeed die. They do not, however, see any sign of resurrection. The word “raise” 

does not mean “resurrect” but refers to the spirit of Jesus that was taken to God. 

Thus, the interpretation states that Jesus died and his spirit went to God, but there 

was no resurrection, i.e., a return to life after death. Zahniser notes that, while 

Abbas and Munabbih affirmed Jesus' death on the cross, there are many Islamic 

theologians who oppose this interpretation. One of them, Muhammad ibn Jarir al-

Tabari, argues that Jesus did not die on the cross but of natural causes.
59

 The word 

“raise” refers to the honour God gives Jesus. 

 

 

In an attempt to bridge the gap between Islam and Christianity with respect to Jesus, 

Ayoub concludes: 

 

Christianity has insisted, and with equal uncompromising seriousness, 

on “letting God be man” in order for man to be divine… the final 

purpose for the two communities of faith is one: let God be God, not 

only in his vast creation, but in our little lives as well. Then and only 

then could man be truly man, and the light of God would shine with 

perfect splendour in our mouths and hearts.
60

 

 

For Ayoub, Islam holds firmly to the belief that God is only God and that he does not 

assume other forms, such as that of a human being, to preserve God’s holiness. 

Meanwhile, the Christian faith also strongly believes that God became incarnate to 

bring humanity to the Divine. Ayoub’s proposal for Islam and Christianity is to let 

God to be God, not only in the vast context of all creation but also in the small 

aspects of life, such as in our “little lives.” Ayoub has a good understanding of both 

Islamic and Christian theology and of their differences and similarities, and it is on 

that basis that he makes his proposal. 

 

4.4. Sufi Interpretations of Suffering and Martyrdom 
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Every religion has aspects of mysticism that recognise and appreciate the mysteries 

that cannot be understood via the usual intellectual methods. Mysticism is open to 

spiritual experiences that are beyond ordinary, rational, and sensual experiences; 

enlightenment is attained by detaching oneself from the material world. The purpose 

of life is the mystical union with the divine. Sufism is the Islamic form of mysticism. 

 

According to Annemarie Schimmel, there are two types of mysticism. First, there is 

infinity mysticism, which sees the divine as a Being who is beyond all being, beyond 

the limited scope of humans. Second is personality mysticism, which emphasises the 

relationship of the Creator to His creation, of the lover with the loved. The latter is 

closer to the understanding of the Sufi who seek a personal experience of the central 

mystery of Islam: unification with God.
61

 The word “Sufi” is derived from the root 

word, safi, “purity.” A Sufi is one who is purified by love for God and others. 

 

One of the important Sufi teachings is that God is an immanent and transcendent 

Being. Sufis refer to Surah Qaf 16, “We verily created man and We know what his 

soul whispereth to him, and We are nearer to him than his jugular vein,” and also 

Surah Al-Baqara 109: “Lo! Allah is able to do all things.” These texts reveal that God 

is everywhere and in everything.
62

 The immanent presence of God everywhere is a 

sign of God's transcendence beyond space, time, and the human mind. 

 

One of the Sufi saints who sacrificed himself for the love of God was Husayn ibn 

Mansur al-Hallaj, born in Iraq, in the province of Fare, in 858 AD. Hallaj learned 

Sufism from the works of his uncle, al-Sari Saqati, a Sufi master in Baghdad, and 

studied his writings.
63

 He then lived in Mecca for a year to study the Islamic religion 

before returning to Baghdad to teach Sufism. Al-Sari Saqati’s influence on Hallaj 

was very strong even though Saqati had died when Hallaj was only a teenager, so he 

learned about Sufism initially only from Saqati’s writings. Hallaj became a 

prominent Sufi leader. He preached and called people to come to God and embrace 

an intense love for God through asceticism. Schimmel relates that when Hallaj 

visited his friend Junayd he revealed his intention to become one with God: “When 

he knocked at Junayd’s door, the master asked, ‘Who is there?’; and he answered 

‘Ana’ l-haqq, I am the Absolute (or creative) truth (or the True reality)’.”
64

 

 

Hallaj was judged to be committing blasphemy. His father-in-law accused him of 

being a “cunning sorcerer and miserable infidel.”
65

 But Hallaj continued to teach 

about union with God and encouraged Muslims to remain focused on God. The 

stress on union with God had important implications for his teaching about the hajj. 

Hallaj stated that the hajj is the manifestation of knowledge of God that can be 

attained through contemplation. This means that it is not necessary to go to Mecca 
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by performing hajj.
66

 The majority of Muslims in Baghdad protested this teaching, 

and in 912 CE, Hallaj was arrested by the citygovernment. In 922 CE he was 

executed by public stoning. When the stoning began, Hallaj shouted, “They do not 

know what they do, but they should know it.”
67

 

 

Hallaj accepted suffering for his beliefs. For Hallaj and Sufis in general, voluntary 

death or sacrifice of the self for the love of God is the silent language of martyrdom 

that is justified by God. 

 

As to Jesus, Zahniser notes that there is an interpretation in the Sufi tradition that 

says that as a messenger of God, Jesus really did suffer on the cross at the hands of 

the Jews. Suffering brings Jesus to a religious experience that is ‘appointed’ or 

assigned by God.
68

 Jesus will later return for the final judgement, along with the 

Prophet Muhammad. This means that Jesus did die on the cross. The majority of 

Islamic theologians acknowledge that Jesus will return at the end of time. This Sufi 

interpretation places Jesus’ death on the cross in an eschatological context. The 

crucifixion of Jesus is seen not only in the context of the conflict between God’s 

messenger and those who do not want to listen to God but also deals with the whole 

of creation and humanity at the end of time. 

 

Sufism spread and developed in the Indonesian archipelago. In the 15
th

 century, 

Syech Siti Jenar was a famous Sufi teacher and religious leader in Central Java who 

taught the union of humans and God (manunggaling kawulo lan Gusti). Union could 

be achieved through attaining the highest level of a relation with God, mari’fat, total 

and complete love of God. But Siti Jenar’s teaching countered the beliefs of the 

majority of Muslims in Java who were taught by the Nine Saints of Islam (Wali 

Songo). The idea of the union of humans and God was judged to be blasphemous 

because it taught that humans could be equal to God. The Wali Songo accused Siti 

Jenar of transgressing shari’ah, Islamic law, and he was sentenced to death. There 

are different versions of how he died. In one version, he is beheaded by one of the 

Wali Songo, Sunan Kalijaga, and then ascends to heaven. In another version, he is 

stabbed by Syech Maulana Yusuf, one of the community leaders at that time.
69

 

 

Actually, Siti Jenar’s Sufi teaching on the union of humans and God is also 

embedded in the traditional Javanese mystical belief system, Kebatinan, in which the 

culmination of religious devotion is manunggaling kawulo lan Gusti, the union of 

humans and God. Kebatinan followers often perform purification rites and ascetic 

practices and prayers in sacred places or on specific days. These practices are still 

observed by several Javanese mysticism groups. These mystical practices, however, 

are not accepted by those who set the “normative piety” and prioritize social 

relationships and the community over personal religiosity. For this reason, 

Muhammadiyah, one of the largest Muslim organisations in Indonesia, does not 

recognise these practices. Muhammadiyah chooses to focus on “social-religious 

action,” such as providing education and health services to the poor. 
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Mark Woodward notes that followers of the Kebatinan, like the Sufis, often quote 

Surah Qaf :16.
70

 Indeed, Javanese Kebatinan is a mystical practice that teaches about 

emptiness, a state of mind prior to attaining mystical insight that leads to 

enlightenment.
71

 The mystical dimensions of Kebatinan are very close to Islamic 

mysticism, i.e., Sufism. In practice, especially for some Javanese Muslims in Central 

Java, the Javanese traditional beliefs often influence the interpretations of the Qur’an 

and vice versa. 

 

The two Sufi figures described above, Hallaj and Siti Jenar, show that Sufis honour 

those who sacrifice themselves in a non-violent way for the love of God and their 

fellow human beings. This is the noblest act that can lead to unionwith God. 

 

4.5. Jihad, Kurban, and Martyrdom 

One of the most important Islamic terms that caught public attention in Indonesia at 

the end of 20
th

 century was jihad. Jihad comes from Arabic word, jahada, which 

means “to strive” or “to devote an effort.”
72

 A person who engages in jihad is called 

a mujahid.
73

 Many Indonesian Muslims engaged in jihad during the socioreligious 

conflicts that erupted in Maluku and Poso in the 1990s, when thousands of Muslims 

and Christians were killed. The declaration of jihad was raised to defend Islam and 

justify “religious violence.”
74

 After these conflicts were resolved, the declaration of 

jihad continued to be raised in a series of suicide bombings that killed hundreds of 

people. The instigators of the suicide bombings claimed that they were fighting the 

enemies of Islam whom they identified as the United States and her allies.
75

 Jihad, 

when seen only as a holy war against the perceived enemies of Islam, is terrifying for 

most Christians in Indonesia. 

 

According to Saefudin Zuhri, a lecturer at the Islamic State University in Yogyakarta, 

jihad has become a controversial term not only in Indonesia but also throughout the 
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world in the last three decades.
76

 Zuhri notes that the meaning of jihad is ambiguous. 

On one hand,  jihad inspires the spirit to take action and spread the teachings of Islam 

in peace, even though, throughout history, jihad has more often been proclaimed in 

the context of war against the enemy. During the time of the Prophet Muhammad, the 

word jihad was used in reference to defending Islam when the people of Mecca were 

opposed to it. There was virtually no physical violence associated with this act at that 

time.
77

 In Medina, jihad was used to defend the Muslim community from enemy 

attack and at the same time to support Islamic influence outside Medina. Also, Zuhri 

notes that jihad was viewed as one of the more important keys for explaining the 

friction and conflict in the relationship between Western countries and Islam, which 

is claimed by several militant Islamic groups as a justification for “holy war,” while 

many Western countries view the acts of violence as threats to the Western world.
78

 

Fazlur Rahman states that jihad is “total war” for either property or the soul,
79

 and 

the ultimate goal of this war is a just world. 

 

According to Muhammad Charizin, professor of Qur’anic interpretation at the 

Islamic State University in Yogyakarta, jihad is an essential aspect of Muslim 

identity in social praxis and theology. Faith and jihad are inseparable.
80

 Charizin 

points out that jihad has two meanings: first, there is physical jihad, which could lead 

to death in battle against an enemy. Charizin notes that the Qur’anic verses on 

physical jihad referred to the situation in Medina when the Muslim community was 

threatened by enemies of Islam. In fact, the term jihad was first used during the 

Meccan period, prior to the move to Medina. This second meaning (which is actually 

the original use of the word) refers to the inner jihad, or the inner fight against 

desires.
81

 This inner jihad is a form of self-discipline for carrying out the teachings of 

Islam and to overcome temptation. It could be said that the life of a Muslim is jihad 

in the sense of self-discipline in order to embody the teachings of Islam in both the 

personal and social spheres. Both aspects of jihad refer to strenuous effort to uphold 

Islam. Charizin encourages Muslims in Indonesia to promote inner jihad in the 

struggle to uphold moral values in society, as in combating corruption and 

discrimination and improving the general quality of life. 

 

Mahmoud Ayoub suggests that jihad is purposeful suffering,
82

 i.e., a deliberate 

choice to suffer is made in the interests of improving a personal or social situation. In 

the case of the Shi’ites in Pakistan, Ayoub concluded that the sufferings of the 

martyr, Imam Husayn, had a redemptive value for his family and the Shi’ite 
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community. It should be noted that redemption and salvation are not associated with 

sin as they are in Christianity, but with the grace of God because of the active 

defence of God. Here Husayn’s role was not just to be a martyr who made a 

conscious choice to accept suffering but also to bean intercessor or mediator between 

God, family, and the community. 

 

Ayoub notes that Islam understands that the world is fraught with suffering and that 

God’s people should accept this world faithfully. Suffering is a test of faith. 

Temptations in the form of worldly pleasures and illnesses are intended to break 

one’s faith. By keeping one’s faith through these tests of temptation and suffering, 

one reaches the fullness of life. There is a transformation from thinking that suffering 

is a negative aspect of life to the realisation that transcending suffering is a way to 

achieve a deeper understanding of life. Transcending suffering is redemption. 

 

Some conservative Islamic theologians recognize two kinds of jihad. The first is 

spiritual jihad, in which the individual engages in a personal battle to counter 

negative influences and conquer worldly temptations. Spiritual jihad is important 

because it inspires the individual to uphold religious values in all behaviour and 

thoughts. The second kind of jihad is the physical jihad, the struggle to defend Islam 

against its enemies, enforcing Islamic sovereignty and converting non-Muslims.
83

 

For the conservatives, there is no separation between the two kinds of jihad because 

they are complementary in the struggle against Satan. 

 

Some conservative Muslim groups in Indonesia feel that the Western culture is 

depraved and threatens Islamic society. They see the West as the terrorist.
84

 One of 

these conservative groups, which has many members, is Front Pembela Islam (FPI, 

Islamic Defenders Front). FPI fights with passion – and often with violence – 

everything that it deems incompatible with Islamic law, including nightclubs, 

pornography, and the construction of non-Muslim places of worship in certain areas. 

FPI asserts that they act in the spirit of jihad. Their passion, however, strengthens the 

association of jihad with violence. The Majelis Mujahidin Indonesia (Indonesian 

Mujahidin Council), a group founded by Abu Bakar Bashir, declared jihad against 

the perceived enemies of Islam, especially the West as represented by the United 

States. Any person or institution that does not agree with their stance is considered a 

stooge of the West. Conservative Islam proclaims jihad as a response to situations 

that they feel do not comply with the principles of Islamic law. In certain minds, 

jihad could formulate an ideological war between American/Western capitalist-

Christian ideology and Islamic culture and law.
85

 Samuel Huntington’s classic, The 
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Clash of Civilizations, focused on the tension between Islamic and Western 

cultures.
86

 

 

For both moderate and conservative Islamic theologians, there is an aspect of 

sacrifice to jihad. The difference between the moderates and the conservatives lies in 

the nature of the sacrifice. Moderate theologians emphasize non-violent self-sacrifice 

in the interests of social justice, while conservatives justify violence as an integral 

part of jihad. Both opinions are equally valid for someone who is willing to sacrifice 

himself for God, religion, or the social order, i.e., a martyr. 

 

Shāhid (plural: shuhada) means ‘witness’.
87

 It has three meanings: first, to witness in 

a judicial context, second, to confession, and third, to martyrdom .
88

 The word is used 

in Surah Al-Imran 140, “If ye have received a blow, the (disbelieving) people have 

received a blow the like thereof. These are (only) the vicissitudes which we cause to 

follow one another for mankind, to the end that Allah may know those who believe 

and may choose witnesses from among you; and Allah loveth not wrong-doers.” God 

witnesses an individual’s sincere devotion to God and grants that person a place in 

heaven. Initially, however, the term shāhid and its usage were not connected with 

martyrdom. The development of shāhid as martyr came from the Christian usage of 

martyr as a translation of shāhid.
89

 The martyr, who seals his faith with his death, 

fighting against infidels, is shahīd.
90

 Therefore, a martyr is someone who witnesses 

to the faith. 

 

The first martyrs were those who died in battles against the early enemies of Islam. It 

is possible that martyrdom was stronger in the beginning years of Islam, which was 

rife with physical confrontations.
91

 The martyrs overcame their fear of death in in 

their willingness to sacrifice their lives. The Qur’an says, “And call not those who are 

slain in the way of Allah ‘dead’. Nay, they are living, only ye perceive not.” (Surah 

Al-Baqarah 154) The martyrs do not die but live with those who take the path of 

martyrdom; even though they appear to be dead, they are actually still alive.
92

 

 

According to Ayatullah Murtadha Mutahhari, an Islamic theologian from Iran, a 

shahīd is a person who suffers or is killed in an attemptto achieve the highest Islamic 

objectives and is motivated by a desire to preserve human values.
93

 God sanctifies the 

person who freely sacrifices his life for a higher purpose. Sanctification is important 

for the shahīd, because it is their reward for their willing sacrifice. Normally, upon 

burial, a corpse must be washed and be dressedin clean clothes. But because a martyr 
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is purified by God, there is no need to wash the body and replace the clothing. The 

shahīd is compared to a candle that burns to give light to the community; but at the 

same time, the candle dissolves as the wax melts. The shahīd shines light on the truth 

for the community. Ayatollah Murtadha Mutahhari sees the prophet as a kind of 

shahīd. The Qur’an says, “O Prophet! Lo! We have sent thee as a witness and a 

bringer of good tidings and a warner. And as a summoner unto Allah by His 

permission, and as a lamp that giveth light” (Surah Al-Ahzab 45-46).
94

 Prophets 

prioritise their religious mission over their personal lives and sacrifice themselves as 

candles to enlighten their community. 

 

Ayoub notes that there is a hadith that tells of the time when the Prophet Muhammad 

was asked by a friend, “Who among men are those afflicted with great calamity?” 

The prophet Muhammad’s answer was: 

 

The prophet, then the pious, each according to the degree of his piety. A 

man is afflicted according to his faith [din]; if his faith is durable, his 

affliction is accordingly increased, and if his faith is weak [literally, 

thin], his affliction is made lighter. Affliction continues to oppress the 

worship servant [‘abd] until they leave him walking on the face of the 

earth without any sin cleaving to him.
95

 

 

In Islam, the prophet is a person who was sent by God to uphold His teachings and 

the belief in the One God. The religious purity of the prophets often clashes with the 

customary behaviour of the community. Ayoub notes that Shi’ite Muslims see the 

Prophet Muhammad and his family as primary examples of pious persons who are 

willing to suffer.
96

 Their voluntary sacrifices for religious strengthening and renewal 

are God’s will. Rida (loyalty and purity in doing God’s will) is very important in 

confirming the intentions of the person who chooses to sacrifice him/herself. In the 

Islamic tradition, a priest who sacrifices himself could be an “intercessor” for the 

community. Similarly, in Christian theology Jesus is considered to be an intermediary 

who sacrifices himself for the salvation of humankind, although Islam does not view 

Jesus as a martyr because of Jesus’ close relation to God. 

 

To illustrate the relationship between jihad, martyrdom and sacrifice, Ayoub cites the 

Prophet Muhammad as quoted in the hadith that a martyr is “Whoever fights in order 

that the Word of God be uppermost, the fighting would be the way of God.”
97

 

Martyrdom is not limited to death on the battlefield, but may also be achieved in a 

life that is devoted to the manifestation of God’s will in any way. Martyrdom 

emerges from the depths of the heart of the individual who is devoted to God’s will 

and is willing to risk life in any endeavour to manifest it. Ayoub notes that a person 

who dies in a bed in the name of God whispering the name of God and a mother who 

dies in childbirth while praying to God while giving birth are martyrs. 
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Ayoub divides martyrdom into three types: a martyr for this world, a martyr for this 

world and the world to come, and a martyr just for the world to come.
98

 The martyr 

for this world is one who serves a worldly purpose other than religious faith. The 

second kind of martyr is one of faith, serving the believers in the present and the 

future. Ayoub gives the example of the caliphs of Islam as ones who sacrificed 

themselves. The third kind of martyr makes a sacrifice for the well-being of others 

and for the redemption of sin. There is an eschatological aspect to this type of martyr. 

Ayoub explains that God will redeem the sins of those who sacrifice themselves for 

God and reward them by granting them access to heaven. All three kinds of 

martyrdom share an ethos of suffering that serves to strengthen them to endure and 

transcend the difficulties that arise in their trials. 

 

In the last days or on Judgement Day, a martyr can serve an intercessor in addition to 

the prophet. The shahīd could stand before God and ask for forgiveness on behalf of 

others. God accepts the shahīd’s intercession because the shahīd has endeavoured to 

inspire others to follow a religious path. Their intercession will be a continuation of 

events that took place in this world in which they showed people the path of God.
99

 

 

In comparing the traditions of martyrdom in Islam and Christianity, Ayoub notes that 

martyrdom in Christianity flourished before Christianity became a major force in the 

world, while in Islam, martyrdom surged after Islam became an organised and 

developed power.
100

 According to Ayoub, the early years of Christianity were filled 

by the martyrs, including the twelve disciples of Jesus who sacrificed themselves. It 

could be said that early Christianity was built on the foundation of the Christian 

martyrs’ sacrifices. In contrast, developments in Islam took the opposite path. 

Martyrdom arose and spread because of the need to maintain the power of Islam and 

establish Islamic shari’ah law. If Ayoub refers only to the data in the Bible that was 

written long before the 4
th

 century when Christianity became the official religion of 

the Roman Empire, the martyrdom of Stephen becomes the focus. After the 5
th

 

century, however, Christians still regarded martyrdom as the ultimate proof of 

religious devotion. It is evidenced in the spirit of the Crusades and the sanctification 

of the people who died in struggles to uphold the will of God. There are different 

forms of martyrdom. Ayoub notes, but after the 5
th

 century martyrdom was politically 

motivated. The peak of purely religious or non-political Christian martyrdom was the 

crucifixion of Jesus; Jesus is the main Christian martyr. 

 

5. Jesus as a Kurban in Christian Tradition 

5.1. Kurban in the Old Testament 

In the Old Testament, “sacrifice” comes from the Hebrew root word, qorbān, which 

means “something brought forward” or “offering.” The word qorbān appears in 

Leviticus 1:2 and in Leviticus 1:3, the burnt offering is called `ölâ qorbānó. The word 

                                                           
 
98

 Ibid.,p. 84. 
99

Ayatullah Murtadha Mutahhari, Shahīd, p. 137. 
100

Ayoub, A Muslim View of Christianity, p. 85. 



153 

 

qorbān refers to several types of sacrifice. There were at least five types of sacrifice 

described in the Old Testament
101

 

 

1. Burnt Offering or “holocaust” (Hebrew, ‘ōlȃ; literally means “ascending 

offering,” Lev. 1; 6:8-13). This could be a herd or flock animal (bull, sheep, or 

goat) or a bird, such as a dove or pigeon. The defining feature of this sacrifice 

was that the whole animal or bird was burned in the altar fire. It was, therefore, 

the most extravagant sacrifice. The ‘ōlȃ were not offered in Israel until late. One 

of the oldest examples of this kind of sacrifice in the Old Testament is the 

offerings of Cain and Abel in Genesis 4. Cain, a farmer, offered the fruits of his 

garden and Abel, a shepherd, offered an animal. God accepted Abel’s offering, 

but rejected Cain’s fruit, at which Cain became very angry and killed Abel. Daly 

points out that the offerings were a reflection of the tension that often arose 

between farmers and pastoralists at that time.
102

 As desert nomads, the Jews 

depended on their animals, so animal sacrifice was a serious and important 

offering. 

 

2. Grain Offering (Hebrew, minhah; literally means “gift,” Lev. 2; 6:14-23). This 

was an offering of fine flour or unleavened bread, mixed with oil. In the Old 

Testament food, such as harvested grains and the fruits of the garden, were 

offered as meals for God.
103

 A handful of the offering was burned (with incense) 

in the altar fire. The remainder of the offerings went to the priests. In some 

passages the sacrificial offerings are called “food” (see, for example, Lev. 3:11; 

21:6;22:25). Referring to a sacrificial offering as food makes sense in a culture in 

which the sharing of meals is an important means and marker of trust, intimacy, 

and connectedness. Sharing food with God, even though God does not need food, 

marks and sustains the relationship. 

 

3. Sacrifice of Well-Being/Fellowship Offering (Hebrew, zevah shelamim, Lev. 

7:11-35). A herd or flock animal could be offered. The giblets (fat, kidneys, and 

part of the liver) were burned in the altar fire. Most of the animal was eaten, 

divided between the priests and the person making the offering. This sacrifice 

was associated with feasting. As the name suggests, it had a strongly positive 

character. 

 

4. Sin /Purification Offering (Hebrew, hatta’t, Lev. 4:1-5:13; 6:24-30). This 

sacrificial offering dealt with various disruptions in the relationship between 

human beings and God. The specific type of offering depended on the identity 

and status of the person who required it. The chief priest, for example, had to 

bring a bull, while ordinary Israelites could bringa female goat or lamb; those 

who were too poor to afford a goat or sheep could offer birds; an offering of 

grain flour from the very poorwas acceptable. In the case of the animals, giblets 

were burned in the altar fire, while the rest of the animal was sometimes eaten by 

priests and sometimes disposed of by burning it away from the settlement. 
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5. Guilt Offering (’asham; literally means “responsibility,” Lev. 5:14-6:7; 7:1-10). 

This offering dealt with distinct categories of wrongdoing that disrupted the 

divine-human relationship, such as the unintentional desecration of sacred 

objects. The prescribed sacrifice was a flock animal. As with the sacrifice of 

well-being and the sin offering, the giblets were burned in the altar fire, and the 

animal’s flesh was eaten by the priests. 

 

Frances M. Young noted that there are at least three classifications of sacrifice in the 

Old Testament.
104

 The first kind is the communion sacrifice, which includes all the 

sacrifices made by individuals, families, and guests and involves a priest. The 

animals are slaughtered and then the blood is drained and offered as a gift to God. 

The ritual ends with a celebratory meal in which the sacrificial meat is shared. The 

Septuagint translated this kind of sacrifice as thusia. Communion sacrifice is 

characterized by a fellowship between those who make the offerings with all the 

guests who were invited to the celebration of the sacrifice. The second kind of 

sacrifice is the holocaust sacrifice, which is done by burning the bodies of the animals 

as an offering of thanksgiving. The third is the expiatory sacrifice, which is dominant 

in the ritual sacrifices described in Leviticus. As with the communion sacrifice, the 

animal’s body is not completely burned, but certain parts are eaten. In the 

communion sacrifice, however, the meat is shared with family and guests, but only 

the priests are allowed to eat the expiatory sacrifice.
105

 

 

Meanwhile, Daly notes that there are two main types of sacrifices in the Old 

Testament that affect Christianity: the burnt offering or holocaust and the sin 

offering.
106

 The holocaust is the ritual sacrifice that is most often mentioned in the 

Old Testament and has a wide range of purposes, including thanksgiving, adoration, 

praise, petition, and atonement. In this ritual, the entire animal body was burned. The 

second important type of sacrifice is the sin offering. A sin is an act that violates 

God’s will and thereby disturbs the natural harmony. To ask for redemption, the 

sinner must present a sin offering. One characteristic of the sin offering is the “blood 

rite” in which the priest pours blood on the altar. The sin offering described by Daly 

is similar to the expiatory sacrifice described by Frances Young. 

 

5.1.1. Blood 

What exactly is the essence of the sacrifice? The essence of the sacrifice is not the 

death or scarring of the sacrificial offering, but the shedding of blood. When the 

animal is slaughtered, the blood is drained and the priest pours the blood on to the 

altar. The offering is purified and is thus imbued with divine power.
107

 Leviticus 

17:14 stated that the life of every creature is in its blood, so the offering of blood to 

God symbolises the offering and dedication of life to God. Israelites were forbidden 

to eat or drink blood, either human or animal, because it was reserved only for God. 
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Thus, it is not death that is offered but life that is dedicated to God. It seems this idea 

was the background of the substitutionary sacrifice in the Old Testament. 

 

The act of draining blood, the essential element in the sacrifice ritual, has the 

connotation of harshness and cruelty. Robert Daly argues that the tradition of 

sacrifice in the Semitic religions is not associated with cruelty but is an expression of 

reverence and gratitude in the presence of gods.
108

 

 

The idea of substitutionary sacrifice later employed in Christian theology refers to 

Jesus who sacrificed himself as a substitute for sinful humanity. It has its background 

in Old Testament theology. Daly denies that Leviticus 17:11 and 14 are associated 

with substitutionary sacrifice.
109

 The texts explain why a blood meal is not allowed, 

as we have already noted above: because the life of every creature is in the blood. 

Therefore, these texts are not speaking about substitutionary sacrifice. Indeed, Daly 

admits that, based on these texts, the idea of Jesus as a substitutionary sacrifice, 

especially after Anselm of Canterbury dominate the theology of the sacrifice of Christ 

- more, in Daly’s view, “more for the worse that for the better.”
110

 

 

5.1.2.  The Theology of Sacrifice 

The theology of sacrifice underwent important developments after the Exodus of the 

Jews from Egypt. God then asked Israel to remember the event and celebrate it 

annually by sacrificing a lamb. Frances Young stated: 

 

Similarly, obedience to the statues of the Lord was required because he 

“brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand and commanded us” to do 

them. Thus, the rituals were filled with the idea of what Israel owed to 

God rather than the attempt to extort favours from him. Sacrifice became 

an opportunity of acknowledging his goodness, and was therefore a time 

of joy.
111

 

 

Young underscores that Israel modified the sacrifice tradition after the Exodus. The 

sacrifice was viewed as a thanksgiving to God and as a celebration because God led 

the people of Israel out of Egypt. 

 

The spirit of sacrifice is the spirit of forgiveness and reconciliation. Here the idea of 

“atonement” arises as an important theological concept. The purpose of live animal 

sacrifices was to restore the purity of the relationship between God and humans. The 

sacrifice is offered to redeem the wrongs committed by sinners. Daly argues that 

there are three steps to achieve forgiveness.
112

 First, “propitiation” soothes the anger 

or ill will of the deity. The idea contained in propitiation is that God acts directly 

towards humans. Second, expiation restores the order between the Creator and the 

creation that has been corrupted by sin. Finally, the culmination is God’s act of 

forgiveness. According to Daly, the centre of all the action is not the sacrifice but 
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God. Thus, the focus is not on the person making himself worthy of God’s 

forgiveness, but it is God who touches the human soul. 

 

The prophets in the Old Testament developed different understandings of the idea of 

sacrifice. Initially, God demanded obedience and repentance, not animal sacrifice; 

God wants Israel to be just, to show mercy, and to walk humbly before God (Micah 

6:6-8). Repentance was seen as an offering of one’s human life to God. It was not 

animal sacrifice that pleased God, but the factthat people lived according to God’s 

will. This is similar to the understanding of Islam noted previously that God is 

pleased not by the sacrifice that is offered but by the piety of the people offering the 

sacrifice. It is this devotion, or sacrifice, of life that evolved into a ritual offering of 

one’s life to God. 

 

In the Hellenistic period, especially after the destruction of the temple, the Passover 

was not observed by offering a lamb at the communal altar but in family celebrations. 

Jewish families would gather in their homes and hold celebration banquets. The 

Essenes did not make sacrifices. They left Jerusalem and refused to participate in the 

temple sacrifices, choosing instead to live in the wilderness and prepare for the 

coming of the Messiah. They were a Jewish group who rejected the tradition of 

sacrifice, especially in the temple.
113

 

 

Aspects of sacrifice can also be seen through the lives of the prophets who had been 

sent by God. The Psalmist’s “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” is a 

tragic cry of a prophet who felt abandoned by God. The psalmist was sacrificed for 

the propagation of particular religious interests. Thus, individual life – not only the 

life of an animal but also the life of the person, a prophet – could be sacrificed for a 

higher purpose, such as religion. Isaiah mentions the song of the “Servant of God” 

who suffers. The song tells of the “Servant of God” who was sent on a mission by 

God and had to face his enemies and die. God sanctifies the servant’s life, and, after 

his death, the people realise that he died for them. According to Young, the song of 

the “Servant of God” is a kind of sin or expiatory sacrifice in which the Servant of 

God chooses to suffer for the redemption of the people.
114

 

 

During the inter-testamental period, the Maccabee families sacrificed themselves for 

the sake of the community. 2 Maccabees tells the story of Eleazar and a mother with 

seven sons whom the ruler executed as martyrs. The theological understanding of the 

story is that they died for the sins of Israel and that their deaths would atone for those 

sins. Similarly, 4 Maccabees tells the story of Eleazar who was sentenced to death. 

Eleazar believed that his death would purify Israel. He prayed, “Be Merciful to your 

people, and let our sacrifice suffice for them. Make my blood their purification, and 

take my life in exchange for theirs” (4 Macc. 6:28-28). The idea of someone who 

would sacrifice their own life and die to redeem the sins of many was firmly in place 

just prior to the appearance of Jesus. According to Young, this was an expiatory 

model in which an individual life serves to make amends for the many.
115

 This idea of 
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an individual whose death would redeem many people was strongly present in the 

days of biblical Judaism.
116

 

 

In the Torah, sacrifice always involves transformation. One of the most common 

ways to transform something that has been offered as a “sacrifice” is to destroy it. 

Destruction removes the animal from the worldly realm to a transcendent one. 

Biblical texts tell us that what God received from a sacrifice was the smoke of the 

burning sacrifice as a “pleasing aroma” (see, for example, Lev. 1:13). By receiving 

the smoke of the transformed sacrifice, God enjoyed a fellowship meal with human 

beings. This meal took place in God’s dwelling – the temple. The temple where the 

sacrifice was offered was a ‘domestic’ setting, the place of God’s presence in the 

nation. One of the most common terms for the temple was ‘house’ – another Hebrew 

term was ‘palace’ – which had domestic furnishings, such as a lamp and a table. The 

altar was essentially a cooking surface, a grill, so to speak, where the sacrificial 

animal was ‘cooked’. 

 

5.2. Kurban in the New Testament 

Given thatit is a continuation of the Jewish tradition, it is to be expected that Jewish 

influence on early Christianity was very strong. But Jesus reinterpreted Jewish 

traditions differently from the beliefs that were prevalent at the time. The teachings, 

life, and death of Jesus are the foundation of Christianity. Jesus was the prophet who 

was critical of the Jewish leaders and the ways Jews were living at the time. He knew 

that his life and death were God’s mission. 

 

5.2.1. Jesus’ Sacrifice in the Gospels 

Jesus is connected with ritual sacrifice in the gospels only once. When he was eight 

days old, his parents took him to Jerusalem to be circumcised, and they sacrificed an 

animal in the temple (Matt. 2:21-24). As a Jew, Jesus worshiped in the temple, but 

there is no mention in the New Testament about Jesus participating in any sacrifices 

in it.
117

 In fact, Jesus criticised many Jewish practices, including the ritual of 

sacrifice. Matthew notes that Jesus said, “Go and learn what this means, ‘I desire 

mercy, and not sacrifice.’ For I came not to call the righteous, but sinners” (Matt. 

9:13). Jesus rejected the sacrifice if that sacrifice was not followed by righteous 

behaviour. Jesus felt that the Pharisees had failed to realise the essence of the 

traditional Jewish sacrifice that was embedded in the Torah. For Jesus, the love of 

God is more important than burnt offerings and sacrifice. In these words, we can 

detect the shadow of the Old Testament prophet who was critical of ritual sacrifice. 

Frances M. Young mentioned that “Early Christian writers collected together the anti-

sacrificial passages in the prophets in order to show that God did not need or want the 

sacrifices of the Jews, but rather demanded obedience, learning to do good, desisting 

from evil, seeking justice, correcting oppression, and supporting the widow and 

orphan.”
118
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After Jesus ascended to heaven and the early Christian communities scattered into the 

diaspora, the Gentile Christian converts were not required to follow a Jewish “ritual 

lifestyle,” including practices such as circumcision and attendance at the temple. 

Gradually, the practice of ritual sacrifices inthe temple declined. Daly acknowledges 

that the theme of sacrifice is abundant in the Old Testament but rare in the New.
119

 

There may be two reasons for this. First, Jesus and his disciples had confrontations 

with the Pharisees and challenged Jewish legal practices. Second, in early 

Christianity, the practice of sacrifice was associated with pagan traditions. The books 

of the New Testament that elaborate on sacrifice are Revelations and Hebrews. In the 

Acts of the Apostles, Luke reports that Paul performed traditional purification rituals, 

i.e., sacrifices in the Temple (Acts 21:24). This means that Paul continued to observe 

Jewish traditions, including ritual sacrifices. 

 

The evangelists used sacrificial language to explain what Jesus did. The saying of 

Jesus in Mark 10:45 (cf. also Matthew 20:28) that “the Son of Man came not to be 

served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many” refers to the sacrifice of 

Jesus as the Servant of God.
120

 “To give his life” implies a sacrificial motive in the 

gospels. The way the gospels put the story of Jesus’ suffering in the context of 

Passover, Jesus’ last meal with his disciples and John’s narrative of Jesus washing the 

disciples’ feet (chapter 13) is a symbolic presentation of sacrifice that connects with 

the Old Testament. 

 

It has been questioned, however, whether Jesus was the substitutionary sacrifice 

mentioned in the Old Testament. There are references in the New Testament that 

allude to Jesus as a “scapegoat”– for example, in Paul (2 Cor. 5:21), and both Mark 

and Matthew refer to Jesus as “ransom” (Mark 10:45, Matt. 20:28). In Hebrews, 

Jesus is portrayed as a sin offering for many people. But Jesus’ death and sacrifice 

cannot be seen independently of his work and mission. Jesus is far more than a 

scapegoat in the Old Testament, which was instrumental in ritual sacrifice. Jesus’ 

sacrificial role was not limited to his death on the cross. His teachings, which offered 

new interpretations of the law, criticism of social standards that marginalised the poor 

and the needy, a theological perspective of how people relate to God, and promotion 

of non-violence were parts of his proclamation of the Kingdom of God. Here in lies 

the meaning of Jesus’ sacrifice. He was the sacrificial victim who actively sought 

redemption for sinners; he was not the passive substitutionary sacrifice of the Old 

Testament. He did not passively submit to unjust suffering but actively confronted it 

in his life-affirming and life-giving ministry.
121

 Refusing to be a passive victim is a 

way of confronting violence and crime. Hence, Jesus’ sacrifice is more holistic and 

eschatological than the substitute sacrifice of the Old Testament; it has a far broader 

meaning than as a mere replacement in a ritual sacrifice. 

 

Although there are indeed elements of substitution in Jesus’ sacrifice, i.e., that sinners 

would be redeemed through his life, death, and resurrection, Jesus’ sacrifice is far 

more expansive: his entire life, as well as his death on the cross, was dedicated to the 

proclamation of the kingdom of God. 
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According to Mark and Matthew, Jesus saw his life as a “ransom for many” (Mark 

10:45, Matt. 20:28). These words denote the idea of the sacrifice of the Old 

Testament. Jesus was the “shadow” of the Servant of God mentioned in Isaiah 53:10-

12, who sacrifices himself for the good of many people. Daly points out that the motif 

of Jesus’ sacrifice is clear in John’s prologue on the Word becoming flesh, his 

baptism, his washing of his disciples’ feet, and the Passover meal before his 

crucifixion.
122

 Jesus’ entire life is a sacrifice for the sake of proclaiming the Kingdom 

of God. 

 

In Chapters 1 through 13, John tells the story of how Jesus came to the world to serve 

humankind. He begins with the story of the Word, which was with God at the time of 

creation, comes into the world, shows solidarity with the poor and the marginalised, 

and then “humbles himself” in the act of washing his disciples’ feet. Jesus has both 

divine and human aspects,
123

but John demonstrates that the greatest revelation is the 

involvement of the divine in human life as shown in Jesus’ actions. 

 

Jesus’ life of service began with his baptism, which marked the beginning of his 

mission.
124

 The symbolic meanings embedded in Jesus’ baptism are related not only 

to his work but also, as Mark describes it, to the forgiveness of sins. Dunn sees John 

the Baptist’s baptism as an alternative to the ritual purification performed in the 

temple. This does not mean that John refused ritual purification in the temple, but, as 

a prophet who worked outside the temple, John offered an alternative method of 

purification for the Jews. He maintained the importance of purification but performed 

the ritual outside the temple. Baptism as a rite of purification involves the submission 

of sin (Mark 1:5), and thus retains an element of sacrifice in the ritual. 

 

When Jesus asked to be baptized by John the Baptist, whose ministry was performed 

outside of the temple, then it is understandable that he claimed:“Destroy this temple, 

and in three days I will raise it up” (John 2:19). Jesus did not mean these words 

literally but intended them to refer symbolically to his rejection of the domination of 

the temple as well as to the eschatological renewal of Israel. The evangelist John sees 

a reference to the death and resurrection of Jesusin these words.
125

 

 

According to Bruce Chilton, Jesus’ challenge to the temple puts the focus on the 

Pharisees and their role in the prevailing religious system.
126

 The Pharisees were the 

symbol of domination and power in the temple, and Jesus challenged them on such 

issues as the holiness of the Sabbath and the exchange of money in the temple. The 

story of Jesus healing a leper (Matt. 8:2-4; Mark 1:40-44; Luke 5:12-14) is interesting 

because, after healing the leper, Jesus told him to show himself to the priest and to 

offera sacrifice as commanded by Moses. Is this chain of events not the opposite of 

the conventional practice? Lepers were usually required to make sacrifices to cleanse 
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themselves before going to the priest and be pronounced clean. Instead, Jesus cured 

the leper and then commanded him to make a sacrifice upon his recovery. Jesus 

wanted to show that what is important is not the sacrifice but purity of faith and 

gratitude.
127

 

 

Another famous example is when Jesus “cleanses” the temple (Mark 11:15-19 Matt. 

21:12-16, Luke 19:45-47, John 2:13-16). At that time, Jews were able to buy animals 

in the temple to offer as sacrifices. This was convenient for many pilgrims who came 

from distant places. There were also moneychangers in the temple. Jesus overturned 

the stalls of these merchants and moneychangers in the temple who profited from the 

people who were offering ritual sacrifices. E.P. Sanders asks if Jesus was only 

protesting the practice of buying and selling in the temple.
128

 Sanders believes that 

Jesus was also challenging the system of ritual sacrifice. Since Jesus was openly 

angry and disappointed with the temple management and system, he turned to serve 

his disciples by washing their feet in an act of purification (John 13:1-20). The act of 

purification was a symbol of his disappointment. Before his arrest, Jesus shared an 

evening meal with his disciples and then washed their feet in a powerful symbolic act 

of humility. In the Jewish tradition, only a servant should wash another person’s feet. 

By washing his disciples’ feet, Jesus made himself socially inferior to his followers. 

 

This was not an unintentional act. Marcus Borg shows that table fellowship is at the 

heart of Jesus’ renewal of faith.
129

 The synoptic gospels report that Jesus chose to eat 

with people who were at that time regarded as “sinners”, including tax collectors and 

prostitutes. Sitting at the table, and eating and drinking together are symbols of 

intimacy, fellowship, trust, and acceptance. On the other hand, refusing to sit together 

at the table entails rejection and is a sign of social disapproval.
130

 Refusal to share a 

meal with a tax collector, for instance, symbolises identification with a superior social 

status. When Jesus sat at the table and shared a meal with a tax collector, he identified 

himself with his companion. In this way, Jesus dramatically demonstrated the 

importance of faith over social status in identifying who was worthy of the Kingdom 

of God. 

 

Bruce Chilton discusses “Jesus’ sacrificial program.”
131

 He argues that Jesus was 

aware of the risks of what he was doing but chose to continue along this path. Chilton 

points out that the first time Jesus cited the sayings of Zechariah (Matthew 23:34-36; 

Luke 11:49-51), i.e., when he challenged the Pharisees in the temple, he referred thus 

to an eschatological perspective and proclaimed forgiveness and worship without 

trade.
132

 Jesus was fully aware of the risks of his challenge. His mission was to save 

the world, and thus he proposed a new “sacrifice,” i.e., his own life over against the 

corrupted system in the temple. Chilton shows that Jesus opposed the sacrificial 

system that harmed others by sacrificing himself. Jesus’ life was intended as self-
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sacrifice in order to change the system that was in practice. A sacrifice must be pure 

of heart; Jesus demonstrated the purity required. 

 

Mark 12:33 says that humans are to love [God] with all their heart, mind, and 

strength and “to love their neighbours as themselves.”This is much more important 

than all the burnt offerings and sacrifices andmakes clear that purity should manifest 

itself in the act of loving. The act is more important than the ritual sacrifice. Clearly, 

the gospels abolish the sacrificial system in order to establish the moral responsibility 

of doing God’s will. 

 

5.2.2. Jesus’ Sacrifice in the Letters of Paul 

Paul elaborates on the life and death of Jesus, arguing, in essence, that Jesus’ death is 

the ultimate sacrifice and represents the end of the sacrifice tradition. His great 

sacrifice became the foundation of the New Testament. In Jesus’ sacrifice, “flesh” 

and “blood,” as a symbol of life in the sacrifice, are a medium to present along with 

the human being and then get the existential meaning. According to Robert Daly, in 

the New Testament the writings of Paul are viewed as presenting the most complete 

idea of the sacrifice of Jesus. His writings are based on the basic idea contained in the 

Old Testament, however, so that he can draw attention to the idea of the new 

incarnation of God in Christ as an important part of the sacrifice.
133

 

 

Gordon Fee has conducted the most comprehensive study of Paul’s Christology, 

including all of his letters.
134

 Fee mentions that Paul understands Jesus in a very 

broad sense but often in different aspects. Paul writes about Jesus not only as a 

messiah (kurios), a second Adam, and the son of God, but also as a divine human and 

incarnation of God. Paul acknowledges that Jesus is the divine saviour and he uses 

this idea as a framework to reflect on Jesus’ life as the starting point that leads to 

salvation.
135

 According to Fee, there are four important aspects in Paul’s 

understanding of Jesus as the divine saviour.
136

 First, as noted in 2 Thessalonians 

2:13, is the idea that the presence of Jesus reflects the love of God for the world. 

Second, the ultimate goal of salvation is not simply single human individuals but 

humanity as the new creation in the Kingdom of God. Third, Jesus puts salvation in 

an eschatological frame; his accomplishments are part of what is still to come, which 

is the fulfilment of God's kingdom. Fourth, Jesus’ acts of salvation performed 

throughout his life include His teachings, healings, death, and resurrection. These 

four things embrace Jesus’ entire life as the divine human who sacrificed his life for 

the sake of the world. In a broader context, as noted by Marinus de Jonge, it is clear 

that although the writers of the Bible differ in their understandings of Jesus, the 

common thread is Jesus’ mission to renew the world; its fulfilment is in the future.
137

 

 

Paul connects the concept of the sacrifice of the Passover celebration and the sacrifice 

for sin with two ideas that later became the core of Christian theology, i.e., 
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redemption and forgiveness.
138

 In 1 Corinthians 5:7, Paul calls Jesus “our paschal 

lamb” that has been sacrificed. This is a reference to the Passover sacrifice described 

in Exodus 12:21, when the people of Israel were instructed to sacrifice a lamb before 

they left Egypt. The lamb’s blood was smeared over the doors of their houses, 

marking the houses that would be passed over by the plague that was sent by God. 

Paul says, “ For our sake He made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we 

might become the righteousness of God.” (2 Cor 5:21) Paul argues that God made 

Jesus intoa sinner (as a sin offering), so that through him sinners could be purified. 

Paul saw Jesus as a substitutionary sacrifice for those who had sinned. 

 

In Ephesians 5:2, Paul refers to Jesus as thusia (Greek for “sacrifice”): “... and live in 

love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice 

to God.” According to Ernest Best, Paul uses the word thusia to refer to Jesus’ 

sacrifice. Paul also uses the word in other letters but not in reference to Jesus. Paul 

refers to Jesus as a “victim” to indicate the acceptability of Jesus’ sacrifice before 

God. The emphasis lies first on the fact that it is God’s acceptance of Jesus’ sacrifice, 

not his death as such, that benefits the reader of Paul’s letter to the 

Ephesians.
139

Thusia here designates Jesus’ selfless act of giving.
140

 

 

 

5.2.3. The Letter to the Hebrews 

Hebrews is an important source for the concept of sacrifice in the New Testament. 

There the death and sacrifice of Jesus is seen in the context of priesthood and the 

cultus here. The main argument of Hebrews is quite clear: as a high priest, Jesus 

made a perfect offering of himself as an atonement for human sin. 

 

Like Paul, the writer of the letter to the Hebrews also uses the word thusia to refer to 

Jesus’ voluntary self-sacrifice: “But this Man, after he had offered one sacrifice for 

sins forever, sat down at the right hand of God” (Hebrews 10: 12). This verse is the 

only one that uses the word thusia to refer to Jesus. In other verses the writer uses 

thusia to refer to Christian sacrifice or sacrifices in the Old Testament (Hebrews 10:5, 

11:4, 13:15). 

 

The writer of the letter to the Hebrews refers to Jesus as the epitome of the ritual 

sacrifices described in the Old Testament. Hebrews describes the work and life of 

Jesus in the context of the “cultic category” that ended in the sacrifice of Jesus on the 

cross.
141

The author of Hebrews sees Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross as an atonement for 

human sin. The result is purification. Normally, a priest would mediate the 

purification process in a ritual sacrifice. For the writer of Hebrews, Jesus is the high 

priest who sacrificed himself to achieve purification of human beings from their sins. 
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In the days of his flesh, Jesus offered up prayers and supplications, with 

loud cries and tears, to him who was able to save him from death, and he 

was heard for his godly fear. Although he was a Son, he learned 

obedience through what he suffered; and being made perfect he became 

the source of eternal salvation to all who obey him, being designated by 

God a high priest after the order of Melchizedek. (Hebrews 5:7-10) 

 

According to Daly, the allusion to the servant messiah in the book of Isaiah was very 

strong and was combined with the understanding of Jesus as a high priest.
142

 The 

central message is that “Jesus redeemed us by offering himself to God as a sin 

offering in the full, realistic, biblical sense of the world.”
143

 The purpose of the writer 

of Hebrews is to inspire Christians to obey God. For the Christians, the only sacrifice 

that is real is the practical living out the Christian life.
144

 This is similar to Paul’s 

statement in Romans 12:1 that Christians have to present their bodies as a living 

sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God: that is spiritual worship. 

 

Two aspects of Old Testament sacrifices are the shedding of animal blood and the 

presentation of the blood inside the sanctuary. The writer of Hebrews associates these 

aspects with Jesus’ death on the cross and the presence of Jesus in the right hand 

God.
145

The shedding of blood is comparable with the death of Jesus, while the 

presentation of the blood in the sanctuary is comparable with the presence of Jesus 

atthe right hand of God. 

 

The sacrifice and the death of Jesus completes the incarnation.
146

 John Dunnill argues 

that the writer of Hebrews stated that the incarnation would be complete only at the 

death of Jesus. The process began when the Word came into the world and became 

flesh, and it continued until the “man” sacrificed himself for the salvation of many 

people. The author of Hebrews saw that the incarnation was a way to intercede in 

human life. Jesus’ entire life was the medium of God’s intercession with humanity. 

 

5.2.4. The Book of Revelations 

The book of Revelations is a strong apocalyptic vision that places the deeds, life, and 

death of Jesus into that vision. Jesus is referred to as the Lamb of God who had been 

sacrificed and resurrected and is now sitting on the divine throne. The use of the term 

“lamb” for Jesus reflects the idea of Jewish sacrifice, in which the sacrificed animal is 

offered to God. Robert Daly notes that this reference suggests a sin offering and 

Passover sacrifice.
147

 The blood of the lamb cleanses sin. In Revelation Jesus is 

described as “…him who loves us and freed us from our sins by his blood…” (Rev. 

1:5). The bloody death of Jesus is the crucial act of liberation and confirms Jesus’ 

service as a high priest.
148

 Jesus’ role as a priest is significant since it is a priest who 

mediates the cleansing of human sin. 
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The eschatological vision of Jesus’ sacrifice is elaborated upon as part of an attempt 

to promote the perseverance of the faith of the Christian community. The author of 

Revelations put the eschatological vision in the context of the present life of 

Christians. As the Lamb of God, Jesus not only sits on the divine throne, but he will 

also return and bring divine judgement. He will come as the Lamb that conquers the 

world through his sacrifice. It is a symbol that the people of God will achieve victory. 

Larry Hurtado states, “The designation of Jesus as the Lamb reflects the author’s 

emphasis on Jesus’ sacrificial death as the key event that both secured the redemption 

of the elect and also serves as the model for their own commitment.”
149

 

 

 

5.2.5. Brief Summary of the Role of Sacrifice in the New Testament 

While the New Testament has a diversity of images and interpretations concerning 

sacrifice and Jesus’ death, the writers in the New Testament agree that Jesus 

sacrificed his life for the renewal of human life. It is clear that this renewal begins 

with submission to the Kingdom of God. This calls for a renewal of both the religious 

system and the social system. 

 

Jesus’ sacrifice is seen within the framework of his willingness to give his life for that 

purpose. Daly summarizes the “moments” that make up a Christian sacrifice: 

 

First of all, Christian sacrifice is not some object that we manipulate, nor 

is it something that we do or give up. Primarily, a mutually self-giving 

event takes place between persons. It is, in fact, the most profoundly 

personal event that we can conceive or imagine. It begins, in a kind of 

first “moment”, not with us but with the self-offering of God the Father 

in the gift of the Son. It continues, in a second “moment”, in the self-

offering “response” of the Son, in his humanity and in the power of the 

Holy Spirit, to the Father and for us. And it continues further in a third 

“moment” – and only then does it begin to become Christian sacrifice – 

when we, in human actions that are empowered by the same spirit that 

was in Jesus, begin to enter into that perfect, en-spirited, mutually self-

communicating personal relationship that is the life of the Blessed 

Trinity.
150

 

 

Christian sacrifice is associated with the self-offering of God, Jesus, and all 

Christians. These aspects reflect the spirit of redemption, which draws a common 

thread through the acts of God, Jesus, and the eventual response of Christians in 

every age. The New Testament sees the sacrifice of Jesus as alive in the life of all 

Christians. This means that a new foundation for reconciliation was established 

through the death and resurrection of Jesus.
151

 

 

 

6. Kurban and the Concept of Atonement in the Christian Tradition 

                                                           
 
149

 Ibid., p. 592. 
150

Daly, Sacrifice Unveiled,p. 48. 
151

Heim, Saved from Sacrifice, p. 226. 



165 

 

As developed in the theological understanding of the Old Testament and later in a 

distinctive manner in the New Testament with the focus on the work and life of Jesus 

Christ, sacrifice cannot be separated from the concept of atonement. In the history of 

Christianity, however, the understanding of atonement acquired different emphases; 

there is no single understanding of atonement. It is difficult to limit the mystery, 

work, and life of Jesus to one single and absolute understanding. The following is a 

summary of Mark Heim’s description of several models of atonement.
152

 

 

First, Jesus is understood to be a substitute for the sinner or a “substitutionary 

atonement.” The human is guilty before God and thus the human should die. Jesus 

takes the place of human sinners, however, and they are saved from eternal death. 

This kind of atonement is often called “satisfaction atonement.” The theologian who 

argued for this interpretation was Anselm of Canterbury. For Anselm, sin undermines 

the glory of God and brings destruction and disharmony, and some kind of 

satisfaction is needed to restore this harmony. But humankind cannot pay the debt, 

and thus Jesus paid it through his death. The popular concept of substitutionary 

atonement is “Jesus died for us,” i.e., Jesus took our place on the cross. Jesus’ death 

was necessary as a substitute for a sinful humanity. Heim notes that substitutionary 

atonement is the dominant understanding in Christianity. The majority of Christians 

believe that Jesus died in the place of sinners.
153

 

 

The second model is “exemplary atonement” or “moral motives.” The death of Jesus 

is seen as an exhibition of God’s love for humankind. Abelard, a 12
th

-century church 

father, referred to this perspective as the “moral motives” view. He argued that the 

problem of atonement was not that God wants the “wages of sin” to be paid by 

humans but that God wants humans to understand and accept His love. The emphasis 

is on God’s love embracing humankind. Jesus is the incarnation of God and a sign of 

self-sacrificing love for humanity. Humans expected to be morally affected by Jesus’s 

sacrifice as a demonstration of God’s love. 

 

The third model is “Christus victor.” Humans are trapped by the power of the sin and 

therefore headed towards eternal death. Sin, death, and the devil control human 

beings, so humans are no longer in a perfect relationship and living in eternity with 

God. Jesus’ sacrifice is a sign of the victory of God over sin, death, and evil. The 

church father associated with this understanding was Irenaeus, who said that sin and 

death were interconnected and both ended in separation from God.
154

 Humankind’s 

relationship with God was restored through Jesus’ death. Salvation bestowed life, and 

life is afforded meaning when one lives in a relationship with God. 

 

The fourth model is atonement based on the incarnation of God in the life of Jesus, 

not only in his death. Through the life of Jesus, God provides an exemplary life, 

including his death. In Jesus, humans could see the work of God for the renewal of all 

creation. The death of Jesus is proof of the totality of God’s love. Heim proposes the 
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fourth model because the first three models focus only on Jesus’ death and do not 

address the events and example of his life. 

 

The axis of the four models of atonement lies in Jesus’ sacrifice, not only his death 

but also his life as the incarnation of God. Although Jesus’ life and death are 

integrally intertwined, it could be said that Jesus’ death, which is seen in the influence 

of the sacrifice tradition, became the primary basis for theological thinking about 

atonement. Death became the central point to show the important element of 

sacrifice, i.e., blood. 

 

Daly and Heim encourage a critical assessment of the atonement models. The first 

model, according to Heim, which has been more widely embraced by the church, is 

based on an understanding that God is not a God of love but a God who sacrifices 

Jesus. The idea that arises is that there is no forgiveness and reconciliationwithout 

death. More precisely, there is no redemption without blood and violence. 

Redemption can be achieved only through the shedding of blood. This is certainly 

contradictory to the concept in the Bible that God is love. How could God desire the 

death of an innocent person? The same criticism is directed at the second model of 

atonement. Critics of the third model question the existence of two conflicting powers 

in the world – the power of God and the power of evil. This model supposes that, to 

break the power of evil, God sacrificed His son, Jesus. Heim feels that the fourth 

model is promising because it focuses on the entire life of Jesus. 

 

J. Danny Weaver proposed a different interpretation of the “Christus victor” or third 

model.
155

 Weaver states that the “Christus victor” is the story of God’s work from the 

beginning to end as told in the Bible.
156

 God enters history in the stories of Adam and 

Abraham and then moves on to Israel. In Jesus, there is a new level on how God 

works in the world. For Weaver, the “victor” achieves the “summit victory” that has 

been achieved by death but through non-violent action. Therefore, the motive behind 

atonement is the destruction of violence through acts of non-violence. The innocent 

lamb is a non-violent conqueror. 

 

These models of atonement are reflections of Jesus’ accomplishments. It is 

understandable that no single atonement model will do justice to every biblical image 

and theological concern.
157

 But the problem is not which of the four models is most 

appropriate but determining what in the life and death of Jesus can be seen as a 

universal aspect of atonement? 

 

The most important aspect of atonement to consider is forgiveness. Forgiveness is the 

basis of reconciliation and opens up possibilities for a new and better life. 

Forgiveness fosters new relationships and revival. In the Old Testament, the sinner 

performs ritual sacrifice to find forgiveness with the hope for a chance for renewal. 

The New Testament follows the Old Testament mind-set with suggestions that, to 

obtain forgiveness, something must be done. As Heim says, "Forgiveness is 
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costly."
158

 What is the meaning of “costly”? Does “costly” mean that God requires 

blood and death? According to Heim, it was God who took the initiative to forgive 

humans, not humans who gave offerings of livestock or harvest to be forgiven. Heim 

proposes that, in the beginning, God did not intend for Jesus to die.
159

 If this is so, 

then why did Jesus die as he did? Heim points to individual and social structures used 

by God for the purpose of salvation. As the incarnation of God, Jesus accepts the 

consequences of violence contained in the individual and social structure, both in the 

community at the time where he was living, as well as in the wider social community. 

Thus, Heim links the sacrifice of Jesus to the wider structure of human life and 

connects it with the options that Jesus had in that particular structure. 

 

Heim points out that Jesus’ violent death did not differ from the violence and deaths 

experienced by the people during and before Jesus’ time. He was not the first person 

to sacrifice himself for the sake of others. There had been others who may have 

experienced even greater pain than Jesus did: such pain is part of the human 

experience. That is why Heim says, “In a very real way it lies at the root of our 

existing social world. In this sense Jesus’s death is not special at all.”
160

 Promoting 

his death as a divine sacrifice is being oblivious to the violence that occurs in life. 

The violence in Jesus’ death cannot be overlooked simply by raising the event to a 

higher level of universality. Jesus’ death must be seen in a broader perspective. 

 

Heim conducted a study of the scapegoat mechanism by referring to the writings of 

René Girard. Heim stated that, since Jesus is the scapegoat for humans, humans no 

longer need a scapegoat. People often search for a scapegoat to cover up their own 

flaws and errors. Jesus’ sacrifice showed humans how to act differently. He became 

the victim who protected other victims.
161

 He saved the other victims from the desire 

to take revenge, thereby creating more victims. Through this interpretation, humans 

realize what they must do, namely protect the victims and foster peace and unity.
162

 

 

Daly pointed out that even if the idea of sacrifice were set aside and Jesus’ death was 

not associated with sin, it should be remembered that the early Christians no longer 

conducted ritual sacrifices.
163

 They no longer believed that forgiveness of sins could 

be achieved through ritual sacrifice. For Daly, Jesus’ sacrifice was part of his mission 

to renew the temple by going beyond it as a symbol of the people’s faith. 

Celebrations conducted by early Christians to commemorate the sacrifice of Jesus 

were not deliberate attempts to brush aside the reality of human violence but to 

demonstrate an appreciation of life in the Kingdom of God. For Daly divinization is 

real because the early Christianity was living it in their faith, just as the sacrifice of 

Jesus is also real. Daly uses the term “spiritualizing” to indicate that the sacrifice of 

Jesus in association with Israel’s experience, which is also real, had provided a 

theological ground for the early church. It seems that, for Daly, early Christianity had 

an encounter with Jesus that gave a certain understanding about Jesus as real as 

Jesus’ death itself. 
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Heim notes that the idea that the sacrifice and death of Jesus has a universal impact 

because people no longer need a “scapegoat” does not directly answer the classic 

question as to whether Jesus’ sacrifice has anything to do with the universal problems 

of human life. The question is: How can a particular action have a universal impact? 

How could Jesus’sacrifice have implications for humans of every age and time, 

including those who lived far before and after him? Vernon White argues that the 

question often arises regarding the meaning of the events of Jesus’ sacrifice.
164

 He 

states that the universal significance is found “not only with respect to the sense that 

it is addressed to all peoples at all times and place, but with respect to the extent of 

what is achieved and the manner in which it is achieved.”
165

 White points out that 

God can reach out to all beings in space and time through Jesus. God presents 

Himself in Jesus and enters into the dark problems of human life. 

 

Vernon White argues that when God reveals Himself in the world God is present in 

particularity. Therefore, particularity is natural and necessary. The life, death, and 

resurrection of Jesus are events that occur in a particular time and place.
166

 Jesus 

existed in a particular culture, that is, Jewish culture. But his actions echoed 

throughout the universe because the violence and animosity that he faced occur 

everywhere and damage relations between people and between humankind and God. 

The particularity of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection had effects throughout the 

universe.
167

It was only through shocking events like these that the true reconciliation 

could occur. 

 

Choan Seng Song states that one of the meanings of the universality of Jesus is that, 

through Jesus, God comes closer to His creation, and His love extends beyond the 

boundaries of religions and even beyond the particularity itself. Song states that Jesus 

is “the new spiritual freedom which, to use Tillich’s expression, breaks through the 

particularity of religions.”
168

 There is a particularity because Jesus is present in the 

context of a particular culture and history. Indeed, revelation is not possible without a 

particular aspect; revelation needs a particular place. But the particularity of Jesus is 

endowed with an absolute character. The particularity of religions is intended for the 

universality of absolute truth. 

 

7. The Eucharist as a Commemoration of the Kurban 

One of the important sacraments in the Protestant and Catholic churches is the 

Eucharist, or Holy Communion. The Eucharist is at the heart of the worship service. 

In the Eucharist, Christians gather for a banquet meal where wine and bread are 

taken, blessed, broken, and poured out to commemorate the death and resurrection of 

Jesus, as well as to honour God’s banquet that will be held in His Kingdom. The 

bread and wine are then distributed, and the people eat and drink together and give 
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thanks. This communal meal has roots in the Jewish tradition in which every meal 

was shared and eaten with thanksgiving for the grace of God. The head of a family 

recited blessings by referring to specific events in the family that they were 

celebrating. Thus, by eating and drinking together they celebrated the events they 

believed were gifts from God. 

 

Christians celebrate the Eucharist with Jesus as the centre. In the Eucharist service, 

Christians participate in Christ’s death and resurrection. The bread and wine are 

symbols of Jesus’ body and blood, andthrough the Eucharist, Christians witness to 

the sacrifice of Jesus. To witness means to make sacrificepart of everyday life. The 

realisation of the liturgy of the Eucharist is found in the everyday life of all 

Christians. 

 

Christianity views the sacrifice of Jesus as the perfect and final sacrifice. Christianity 

celebrates Jesus’ sacrifice through the Eucharist, which is observed by both Catholics 

and Protestants, albeit with the differences in their liturgies. Bernhard Lang notes that 

the Christian Eucharist has commonalities with ritual sacrifices in ancient traditions, 

including the Semitic tradition. The sacrificial liturgy sequence, according to Lang, 

is: 

 

Step 1: Preparation, the person who wants to bring a sacrifice brings an 

animal, and some other gifts, including bread and wine, to the temple 

and presents them to a priest. 

Step 2: Slaughtering, the priest slaughters the animal and separates 

‘blood’ and ‘body’. 

Step 3: Offering the blood at the altar, the priest tosses the blood against 

all sides of the altar. We conjecture that before the blood is tossed the 

priest presents it to God, pronouncing a formula, ‘This is N’s blood’, N 

being the name of the sacrifice. 

Step 4: Presentation of the body and the bread at the altar. The sacrificial 

material brought before the altar is presented and dedicated to God with 

gesture […] 

Step 5: Disposal of the wine, the priest presents the wine at the altar, 

elevating the cup and invoking the name of God. The concluding ritual 

act is the pouring out of the wine at the foot of the altar. 

Step 6: Communal meal, the person who wants to make an offering 

receives the body of the slaughtered animal back and prepares a feast to 

which guests are invited.
169

 

 

Lang’s sequence is very similar to the Eucharist liturgy. The important aspects are 

the thanksgiving, pouring the wine, and breaking the bread as symbols of the 

sacrifice and communal meal. It is apparent, then, that the Eucharist has roots in the 
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Old Testament tradition, although there is a new theological significance added to it. 

The core of the Christian Eucharist is Jesus Christ as the incarnation of God, and the 

Christian Eucharist is the commemoration of the death and resurrection of Jesus 

whose mission it was to save and renew the world. 

 

Kosuke Koyama beautifully illustrates that the celebration of the Eucharist calls to 

mind a broken world, the destruction of the universe, and the broken relations 

between humans, and yet, at the same time, also calls to mind Jesus who sacrificed 

himself for the purpose of reconciliation, integration, and healing.
170

 The image of the 

broken body of Jesus disturbs the private space of collective consciousness, such as 

the idolatry of wealth, pride, and arrogance that destroy the universe. The celebration 

of the sacrifice of Jesus then got the actual place. Through the celebration of 

Eucharist, there is room for the church to be a part of the sacrifice of Jesus. 

 

The meaning of the Eucharist is more than a matter of heaven and hell or about 

entering the Kingdom of God. It has also become associated with the occurrence of 

miracles, such as being cured of illnesses when drinking the wine and eating the 

bread of the Eucharist.
171

 In some parts of Eastern Indonesia, some people believe 

that the wine and the bread that have been blessed by a priest have magical powers. 

When the Eucharist celebration is over, they ask the priest for the bread so they 

cantake it home. These associations suggest that the Eucharist is still seen only in the 

context of narrow  “individual” soteriology in which the purpose of the Eucharist is to 

attend to personal interests. 

 

The main purpose of Jesus’ sacrifice, however, is not for the benefit of the individual 

but for the love of God that leads to love for humanity, for the community. Certainly, 

individual soteriology is not denied, but it should be placed in the context of the 

community and not isolated from the renewal of the community. A focus on 

individual soteriology is susceptible to being used for personal gain or interests. 

 

Martien Brinkman stresses that the theology of the sacraments, especially the 

Eucharist, needs a broader perspective than simply individual salvation.
172

 The 

meaning of the Eucharistic celebration is a thanksgiving to God, the memory of the 

cross, the sacrifice, and resurrection of Christ, and the support of the Holy Spirit, 

which brings in a full fellowship to welcome the Kingdom of God. Thus, the 

Eucharist has a strong eschatological focus. Here in lies the understanding of 

continuous creation. The Eucharist celebrates the sacrifice of Jesus for continuous 

creation. This means that in dying and rising with Christ, Christians take an active 

part in the creatio continua that is led by God. Thus, the Eucharist is a way for 

Christians to remember not only the dying and rising of Jesus Christ, but also their 

calling.  Brinkman conveys an important point, namely the transformation of life that 

comes through the celebration of the Eucharist. The Eucharist symbolises change in 

the quality of life in all aspects. 
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Echoing Brinkman, the Indonesian Communion of Churches (PGI) states that the 

Eucharist is the celebration of the death, resurrection, and coming of Jesus.
173

 PGI 

underlined that the Eucharist is a communion with Jesus' sacrifice. This means that 

Jesus’ sacrifice is the sacrifice that produces communion. Through communion, the 

church celebrates Jesus as a sign of God’s will to save humanity and the world, and to 

strive for the universal love of all humanity. PGI does not understand the Eucharist in 

terms of personal salvation but sees it within the context of continuous eschatological 

creation. In the celebration of the Eucharist, Christians are called to participate in the 

sacrifice of Jesus, the sacrifice for a continuous renewal of the world, the creation of 

God. Thus, the celebration of the Eucharist is a celebration of the new humanity in 

the proper attitude towards fellow human beings. 

 

Choan Seng Song noted that the Eucharist does not derive its meaning from the 

ceremony but from “the spirit” of the Eucharist that is in attendance along with those 

who need help.
174

 In the thought of Song, the celebration of the Eucharist is a mission 

that students must undertake; receiving the blood and body of Jesus means that 

students are willing to accept the mission. For this reason, Song criticises the 

churches that compete to develop and elaborate liturgical formulas to perform 

without realizing the substance of the Eucharist. Marianne Katoppo, an Indonesian 

feminist theologian and novelist, questioned the importance of the Eucharist in the 

context of Indonesia.
175

 As a commemoration of Jesus’ sacrifice, the Eucharist should 

not be conducted inside the church but among the poor, just as Jesus shared his last 

supper 48 hours before his death. If the Eucharist is held only in the liturgical formula 

in the church, it will lose its core meaning and its impact on Christian life will 

decline.
176

 

 

This emphasis that the Eucharist should be commemorated with the needy means that 

the Eucharist has a pastoral meaning that reminds Christians of the importance of the 

community, especially for the poor.
177

 The Eucharist guides and admonishes 

Christians about their lives. It is like the pastor who guides people and shepherds 

them to the right path. This is why the Catholic Church celebrates the Eucharist in all 

worship services, not only in the church but also in private homes. Most Protestant 

churches in Indonesia celebrate the Eucharist four or six times per year. 

 

 

8. Concluding Remarks 

The role of Jesus in Christianity cannot be interpreted exclusively on the basis ofthe 

Old Testament traditions of sacrifice and atonement. Christianity, as reflected in the 

New Testament, processed the Old Testament traditions by interpreting them a new. 

Jesus was presented as a divine-human figure, who voluntarily and consciously chose 

to die to proclaim the Kingdom of God. That was Jesus’ mission. It was not his 
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mission to die, but suffering and death were consequences that Jesus accepted to 

complete his mission. 

 

The New Testament understands Jesus as the Word of God, the divine aspect of God 

that was revealed to the world. In the Old Testament, the Word of God is a means in 

the process of creation. Thus, if Jesus is the Word of God, then he is connected to 

creation. As the Word of God who took the form of human flesh, Jesus carries out 

God’s mission through his life and work. The New Testament tells of Jesus’ birth in 

humble circumstances and relates how the child Jesus argued with the temple elders 

about his relationship to God. As he grew up, the confrontations with Jewish leaders 

escalated and Jesus chose to be with the people and side with them in poverty and 

simplicity. 

 

The mission of the Word of God was to sacrifice himself for the betterment of the 

world. He suffered, died, and was resurrected. The Christian faith views these events 

– Jesus’ life, work, death, and resurrection – as part of God’s continuing work of 

creation. 

 

Islam recognises people who travel a difficult path to fulfil God’s mission. They 

sacrifice themselves for the sake of God’s way. Kurban, jihad, and shahid are 

accepted venues for people who are willing to die defending God’s way. Although 

there is some diversity amongst these terms, they are linked in such a way that the 

person, who is willing to be a kurban for the sake of God’s mission, thus being 

engaged in jihad and accepting death, is called a shahīd (martyr). Such a person, 

favoured by God, can serve as an intercessor for others. 

 

Presenting Jesus in the two separate but similar contexts in Indonesia is interesting. 

The first context is the context of poverty and injustice, while the second is that of 

Islam. In the context of poverty, Jesus could be presented as an image of God who 

has empathy for the people who are discriminated against: the poor and the sick. 

Meanwhile, in the context of Islam, it could be possible to present Jesus as a kurban 

since Islamic theology has a similar understanding with respect to those who 

voluntarily sacrifice themselves to defend God’s way in a non-violent manner. It 

must be noted is that sacrifice until death is not a weakness and not a signof God’s 

humiliation. Non-violence is stronger in a context of violence that is present in the 

social structure. Forgiveness takes away sins. 

 

There is, however, a gap between Christian and Islamic theologies regarding the 

nature of Jesus. Christian theology insists that Jesus is the divine-human being who is 

present in the world to proclaim the Kingdom of God that is filled with God’s love. 

Jesus sacrificed himself for this proclamation. Although Jesus is highly respected in 

the Qur’an, Islamic theology insists that Jesus is one of many prophets, although he 

will return as an intercessor along with the Prophet Muhammad at the end of the 

world. 

 

For the Muslims, the presentation of Jesus as kurban provides an understanding that 

Jesus is a witness of God, who sacrifices himself. On the other hand, a gap remains as 

to the doctrine of Jesus’ divinity. Christians believe, that Jesus has a close relation to 

God as a Son of God. Jesus suffered to do God’s will as His Father. Islamic theology 

rejects this notion.   
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Chapter V 

Conclusion and Perspectives 

 

 

After having discussed several important aspects of the work and the person of Jesus, 

the Islamic context and the Indonesian context, we will now conclude with the 

following considerations. This conclusion is divided into three parts. I will first, make 

some concluding remarks. The second part will be a reflection on Jesus in the context 

of Indonesia, i.e., in a predominantly Muslim area within the framework of a broader 

interreligious context. This section will start with a discussion of the role of sacrifice 

in tribal religions. Finally, the third section will present suggestions for further 

research concerning the theological dialogue between Christians and Muslims. 

 

1.Concluding Remarks 

The investigation in Chapters One to Four reveals that Christology is always open to 

new discussion and exploration. The Christian confession of Christ is always 

dynamically creating new meanings in response to new contexts. My concluding 

remarks are as follows. 

 

First, the context invites theologians and the church to think and elaborateon 

theology in different ways in different contexts. In Asia, two contexts challenge 

theologians and the church: poverty and religious plurality. Aloysius Pieris 

emphasised that Christianity in Asia “had been baptized” by poverty and religious 

plurality.
1
 Christianity not only exists in the context of poverty and religious 

plurality, but poverty and religious plurality are also part of the Christian identity in 

Asia. Thus, the way Christianity thinks and acts reflects its identity. 

 

Religious plurality is a sensitive factor because, in Asia–apart from the Philippines – 

Christianity is a minority religion. Throughout Asia, Asians associated Christianity 

with the European colonisers. Indeed, missionaries arrived as a part of the 

colonisation process and brought an imperial Christ along with a theology of 

Christendom. Christ was presented as the ruler of the world and, in the spirit of 

Christendom, thousands of missionaries were sent all over the world, including Asia, 

to spread Christianity to all nations. 

 

Jesus was introduced to all nations of the world. These missionaries deserve respect 

for their efforts to witness to Jesus in different areas and challenging situations. They 

were persistent and worked hard to spread Christianity. To some degree, however, the 

Jesus that was presented and witnessed to in ways that local cultures and other 

religions were often seen as inferior with respect to the latter. For example, in 

Indonesia in the 18
th

 century, Javanese people who wanted to attend Sunday worship 

in the church were not allowed to wear traditional clothes because the missionaries 

insisted that Javanese Christians wear European clothes. 

 

Some Hindu theologians, such as Ram Mohan Roy, Keshub Chundar Sen, and Pratap 

Chandra Mozoomdar, reflected on the resistance of the local community to the spirit 
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of Christendom brought by missionaries based on their understanding of Jesus. For 

Hindus, Jesus was in harmony with the spirit of Hinduism with respect to his self-

emptiness, humility, and liberation of the poor. For example, Keshub Chundar Sen, 

firmly stated that Jesus inspired and motivated Hindus to criticise European 

colonisation in India, especially regarding the way human beings treat each other. 

Chundar Sen recognised that the problem was not about the figure of Jesus but the 

way missionaries interpreted Jesus and treated other people. Indian Christian 

theologians responded to this challenge. For example, Vengal Chakkarai spoke of 

Jesus as an avatar, an incarnation of God as depicted in the Hindu religion.
2
 As an 

avatar, Jesus was divine. Thus, for many Indian thinkers, Jesus’ teachings comforted 

and empowered people, and his actions truly empowered people. But the missionaries 

failed to witness to that figure and in the end failed to honour the essence of 

Christianity as a religion, which formulates moral attitudes towards others and service 

in community. 

 

The missionaries failed to respond to the challenges presented by the local context. 

For the missionaries, the morals and ethics of Hinduism and Indian culture were very 

different from Christian morals and ethics. In the tradition of Christendom, 

Christianity should overcome differences, and thus, the missionaries presented Jesus 

as the conqueror. But the Hindu theologians did not trust that presentation. In 

contrast, the most famous presentation of Jesus in the context of Hinduism is Jesus as 

a guru (teacher). This image is not a new presentation since it is mentioned in the 

Bible. This concept resonates with the basic comprehension of Hindus about the 

divine person in which the divine presence in the world is visible in the guru. As this 

presentation represents a common meeting point between Hinduism and Christianity, 

it is more appropriate for Jesus to be interpreted in this particular context in India. 

Missionaries ignored the context of poverty and religious plurality and failed to 

present an appropriate meaning of Jesus in the context of the Hindu community. 

 

Second, as the core of Christian faith, the reflection on the meaning of Jesus in a 

variety of contexts is extremely important.
3
 Jesus’“Who do you say I am?” is an 

imperative question that invites reflection on what he means in a new (for example, 

Asian) context, especially in regard to religious plurality. Islamic theology has a 

particular understanding about Isa or Jesus. An encounter with Islamic theology about 

Jesus could be fruitful and enriching for Christian theology. 

 

Some Christian theologians in Islamic countries, such as Malaysia and Pakistan, did 

elaborate on an encounter between Christianity and Islam. For example, Batumalai 

Sadayandy, an Anglican theologian from Malaysia, described a neighbourhood in 

Malaysia. In the context of Southeast Asia, the concept and reality of the 

neighbourhood is very important. Neighbours are the first to help when help is 

needed in the home. In this context, Sadayandy tells the story of Jesus as the 

intercessor who invites all people to gather in one community and the one who 

always listens to the neighbours. At the same time, this perspective encourages 

                                                           
 
2
 Jan Peter Schouten, Jesus as Guru, Amsterdam, New York: Rodopi, p. 117. 

3
 See ChaptersI and II.  



175 

 

Christians to listen to their Muslim neighbours.
4
 Sadayandy adopts a simple but 

important context: the everyday life of Malaysians. 

 

It should be noted that this presentation of Jesus does not deviate from the traditional 

Christian confession. For example, Emanuel David Singh, in the context of the 

Muslim community in India and Bangladesh, presents Jesus as the “Perfect Man.”
5
 

The church confessed Jesus as the Perfect Man from the 5
th

 century onward. The 

Perfect Man, which unites the spirit of God and humanity, is the classic Christian 

confession. Singh avoids the complementary “side” of the confession, however, i.e., 

that Jesus is also the “Perfect God.” He realizes that the confession of Jesus as the 

Perfect God is difficult to understand and will be rejected by Muslims. Thus, he 

opens the door for dialogue and understanding through the concept of the Perfect 

Man. This shows that Singh’s attempts to find a new meaning are in line with the 

traditional confession of Jesus that will connect the Christian faith with the local 

context. 

 

Some Christian theologians, particularly in Indonesia, reflect on Jesus in a way that 

shows sensitivity to Islam. To build a contextual Christology, Christian theologians in 

Indonesia must acknowledge the validity of Islam. Indeed, Islam could be regarded as 

a partner that can enrich Christology. This is important for a dialogue between 

Christians and Muslims. In the 19
th

 century, at least three Javanese missionaries – 

Kyai Tunggul Wulung, Kyai Sadrach, and Paulus Tosari – presented Jesus in the 

context of Islam and the Javanese religion. Their work influenced the spread of 

Christianity in East and Central Java. 

 

In the modern era, many Christian theologians, including J.B. Banawiratma, 

Bambang Subandrijo, Stanley Rambitan, and Gerrit Singgih, have participated in 

serious discussions with Islamic theology that have enriched Christian theology. 

Banawiratma shows that Christian-Muslim dialogue about Christology is possible. 

He makes the theological shift of comparing the Qur’an to Christ, rather than the 

Qur’an to the Bible. Christology is not a closed door that forbids entrance to others 

who embrace different points of view. Some Muslim theologians, such as Gus Dur 

and Wiryono from the Islamic State University in Yogyakarta, position Islamic 

theology about Jesus in the context of dialogue, not in an apologetic context. 

 

Third, the concept of Jesus as kurban can be used to respond to questions that arise 

in the context of Islam in Indonesia. Jesus is the humble servant of God who, as 

kurban, sacrifices himself to stop a chain of violence. In the context of the 

relationship between Christianity and Islam, the concept of kurban could bring out 

the following. 

 

First, it could stimulate in us a willingness to lower ourselves. For Christian 

theology, the question is whether the figure of Jesus that is presented will affect the 

Christian perspective and the attitude in relation to other religions and beliefs. The 

answer is quite clearly, “yes it does”: the figures of Jesus presented will definitely 
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affect the views and attitudes of Christians towards believers of other faiths. The 

history of Christian-Muslim dialogue about Jesus is filled with confrontation, which 

emerges out of a narrow understanding of truth and a presumption that the theology 

of the “other” is not useful for “our” theology. The traditional Christian doctrine in 

Indonesia, as analysed by Bambang Subandrijo, focuses on the divine nature of 

Christ. The absoluteness of Christian doctrine about the divinity of Christ leads to the 

view that explanations about God and Jesus that differ from the Christian doctrine are 

wrong.
6
 This judgement of other interpretations has a serious consequence: Christians 

tend to have a feeling of “superiority” over others.  

 

The New Testament relates the voluntary sacrifice of Jesus. Although there are 

different accounts between the gospels and Paul, they follow the same path: Jesus, by 

God’s will, was sacrificed for the sake of humanity. In Ephesians 5:2, Paul uses the 

word thusia to refer to the sacrifice of Jesus. As the Word of God, Jesus sacrificed 

himself as a part of God’s creatio continua. Just as God created the universe by His 

Word, so God renewed and redeemed the world through the sacrifice of Jesus. This 

act is the heart of Christian theology. 

 

The voluntary aspect of the act is important because it shows Jesus’s freedom in 

accepting the “cup of suffering from the Father” (cf. Matt. 26:39; Mark 14:36; Luke 

22:42). Jesus’ free will leads to the act of kenosis. His commitment in carrying out 

God’s plan to save humanity, including His own death, is the supreme act of someone 

who is devoted to God. It is for this reason that Paul praised Jesus by stating “…God 

also highly exalted him…” (cf. Phil. 2:9). God exalted Jesus because he sacrificed his 

own life for the lives of others. 

 

Jesus voluntarily became a kurban. His voluntary death introduced a new paradigm 

into the existing tradition of sacrifice because his sacrifice ended a chain of violence 

and the tendency to sacrifice other people. The voluntary sacrifice of Jesus is a 

perfect example of it. 

 

Christianity brought the spirit and symbolism of sacrifice into the sacrament of the 

Eucharist. The Eucharist is a celebration of the presence of Jesus and his saving work. 

Kosuke Koyama beautifully illustrates the fact that the celebration of the Eucharist 

reminds us of a broken world, the destruction of the universe, and the broken 

relations between human beings and at the same time of the celebration of the body 

and blood of Jesus who sacrificed himself for the sake of reconciliation, integration, 

and healing.
7
 The picture of the broken body of Jesus shakes the idolatry of wealth, 

pride, and arrogance that brings about destruction. Through the celebration of Jesus’s 

sacrifice in the Eucharist, the church steps away from that idolatry of wealth, pride, 

and arrogance. 

 

Second, Islamic theology also includes the concept of kurban, although it differs in 

several respects from the Christian concept of Jesus’ sacrifice. Islam recognises the 

concept of someone who sacrifices himself for the sake of God’s will and for others. 

He or she is called shahid, martyr. This concept is found in the Qur’an, Surah Al-
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Imran 140: “… that Allah may know those who believe and may choose witnesses 

from among you….” Originally, “witnesses” were shuhada, including many prophets 

(Qur’an 3:146-147).
8
 God sees that someone was actually giving his life to God and 

was sincere in following the way of God; God thus exalts him and gives him a place 

in heaven. The shuhada is not a divine entity – he/she remains a human being. For 

Muslims, God is formless and thus can never assume human form. 

 

Islamic theology does not regard Isa (Jesus) as divine. God is divine and entirely 

apart; there is nothing like God. The Islamic confession of faith clearly and firmly 

states, “There is no god but Allah and Muhammad is the Prophet of God.” Only God 

is divine. Although Islam does not recognise Jesus as divine, he is highly valued and 

honoured as a prophet. The majority of Islamic theologians deny the death of Jesus 

because they reject the possibility that God’s enemies could defeat God’s messenger. 

Jesus’ death would mean that God’s messenger could be defeated. The Qur’an also 

recognizes Jesus as the “Word of God,” kalimatullah. If Jesus was defeated, it would 

mean that the Word of God was overcome, and thus the divine Word could be 

destroyed. 

 

The Qur’an affirms that there was a critical moment in Jesus’ life as a prophet that 

brought him to the cross and the possibility of becoming a martyr. It explicitly 

condemns those who intended to crucify him. This means that the Qur’an does not 

reject the crucifixion, but it does deny that the person who was crucified was Jesus. 

According to Mahmoud Ayoub, “They [Islamic theologians] accept a crucifixion as a 

historical fact, in agreement with Christians, but deny the crucifixion of Jesus, in 

agreement with the Qur’an.”
9
 Someone was crucified, that is a historical fact. But 

who was it who was crucified? That is another problem. The denial of the death of 

Jesus on the cross leaves an unanswered question in the Islamic tradition about how 

Jesus died. Meanwhile, the manner of Jesus’s death is very important and central to 

the Christian faith. 

 

The Qur’an confirms that whoever becomes a shahid also becomes a mediator 

between God and those who are still living, shafa’ah. Christian theology has a strong 

foundation based on Jesus as a mediator between God and humans, as symbolised by 

the concluding words to prayers, “in the name of Jesus.” In Christian theology, 

however, Jesus is not only a mediator but also a redeemer of humankind from their 

sins. 

 

However, there remains a huge gap concerning the divinity of Jesus. Islamic theology 

rejects and denies the divinity and personification of God in Jesus. At the level of 

particular reflection, Jesus or Isa can be honoured in both religions, but at the level of 

more general, common reflection, efforts to raise mutual understanding are still 

needed.  

 

The concept of Jesus as a kurban could be presented in the context of the Muslim 

community in Indonesia as an effort to bridge the understanding about the work of 
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Jesus in the line of Christian theology. The discussion in the following section will 

address this question. 

 

 

2.Reflection: Jesus as a Kurban in the Social Context of Indonesia 

In Indonesia, kurban is a common term in everyday conversation and is part of 

traditional religious practices that have existed in Indonesia for hundreds, or even 

thousands, of years. I would like to begin this reflection with a brief explanation 

about the tradition of sacrifice in tribal religions in Indonesia and their offerings of 

kurban. 

 

 

a.Kurban in the Present Social Context in Indonesia 

 

The word kurban has two different popular meanings. First, kurban, sometimes 

spelled korban, can refer to the victim of an accident. For example, someone who is 

injured in a traffic accident is called a kurban of a car accident, or a murder victim is 

the kurban of a murder. The second meaning refers to the system of religious 

sacrifice in which someone or something is intentionally sacrificed for a specific 

purpose. For example, during the Islamic celebration of Idul Adha, animals are 

sacrificed. Those sacrificed animals are called kurban. 

 

The question that arises is why it is important to re-examine the term kurban in the 

context of Indonesia. Attention must be given to both meanings. First, the concept of 

the victim is important in reference to the people who have been “sacrificed” for the 

benefit of others or, to use the terms of the New Order regime, “for the sake of 

development.” The people who were sacrificed were the weak and marginalised who 

did not have access to the government. The kurban is seen as someone who is in 

consequential, who is an obstacle to government programs and development. 

 

More than 20 years ago, Yewangoe sharply criticised the “sacrificing” of the poor in 

the name of development.
10

 Evictions still occur in Indonesia, such as those in Jakarta 

where the government evicts poor people so that the land can be used for various 

government purposes. The data from the Urban Poor Consortium states that, between 

1996-2002, the Jakarta city government forcefully evicted 160,000 poor people.
11

 

The data from Jaringan Masyarakat Kota reveals that between 2008-2009 there were 

30 eviction cases that displaced thousands of the poor in Jakarta.
12

 At the same time, 

traditional communities who have lived in the forests for centuries and maintained 

their traditional lifestyles are also being forced by the government to leave their 

homes. The government has taken over the forests to open palm oil plantations and 

the indigenous people are forced towork in the palm oil factories. The government 

claimed millions of acres of land to create industrial areas at the expense of people 

who have lived there for hundreds of years.
13

 The phenomenon of  “sacrificing” 
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others not only happens to the poor but also involves personal benefit. For example, 

corruptors often blame other people for their own deeds. There are innumerable cases 

in which the victims are those who are forced to suffer on behalf of the government, 

individuals, or other social interests. 

 

Second, because of such a misunderstanding, the spirit of self-sacrifice in the context 

of the social life of the community is put aside, and interpersonal relationships have 

suffered. What is left are political and economic interests without the spirit of self-

sacrifice. Political and economic interests are not wrong. But if those interests 

increase without social ties and social ethics, then the future of society will be 

threatened. This has happened in Indonesia. The tragic riots on May 27, 1998, show 

that the social bond is fragile. On that day thousands of houses and stores were 

plundered, women were raped without shame. A nation that had strong religious 

beliefs, Indonesia was shocked by this, and it proved that political and economic 

interests dominated social relations. What binds society together is not only political 

and economic interest but also interpersonal relations. The tragic riots on May 

27,1998 proved that interpersonal relationship have suffered. 

 

Indonesia has a tradition of mutual aid, gotong royong, where neighbours and friends 

volunteer their time and energy to work together to help one other, as in building a 

neighbour’s house or doing social and community work, like cleaning the 

neighbourhood public spaces. In these cases, people have leave their personal 

interests behind and work with others. According to Koentjaraningrat, gotong royong 

is an expression of empathy that stimulates the spirit to help, as in cases of disaster or 

bereavement.
14

 Of course, gotong royong itself cannot be compared to “sacrifice” 

because gotong royong actually means mutual aid. There is an aspect of gotong 

royong, however, that approaches sacrifice: the sense of volunteering to work for 

others. Mutual aid leads to a harmonious atmosphere in which each person is 

prepared to give something of him- or herself for the sake of the community. This 

reinforces relationships. Sadly, the spirit of gotong royong has almost disappeared in 

contemporary society because of the spirit of individualism. 

 

Jesus presents a spirit of voluntary sacrifice for the benefit of others. The difference 

between Jesus’s voluntary sacrifice and gotong royong is that gotong royong implies 

mutual interaction. Jesus’ sacrifice flows from Jesus to humanity and to the world. 

Humanity and the world “receive” the benefits of his voluntary sacrifice and in the 

process learn to do something for a better world. Jesus states that his service and 

sacrifice is an example for his disciples (John 13:15). 

 

With this background, emphasising the aspect of Jesus as a kurban in which his 

sacrifice brings strength introduces a different colour to Christian theology in 

Indonesia. Several churches in Indonesia emphasise Jesus’ death, but at the same time 

glorify the resurrection of Christ, which serves to convey a feeling of superiority over 
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other religions in Indonesia.
15

 The glory of Jesus lies in the sacrifice of his life up to 

and including his death. The resurrection is the act of God and the glorification of 

Jesus’ sacrifice. God accepted Jesus’ sacrifice and resurrected him from death. At the 

same time, God was not pleased by the violence of those who crucified him. 

 

Sacrifice and death without resurrection is meaningless. Resurrection, however, could 

not be celebrated without sacrifice and death. Resurrection is God’s affirmation of 

Jesus’ act. Without resurrection, the sacrifice and the death of Jesus would have been 

a sign of defeat. Forgiveness would be hopeless. The resurrection symbolises the will 

of God to save the world. After his resurrection Jesus presented himself to his 

disciples and their transformation brought a “new life” to the community. This is a 

symbol of “new hope.” 

 

b.Kurban as God’s Solidarity with and Involvement in Human Life 

 

One of the prominent social issues in Indonesia today is solidarity. Rapid economic 

growth has not been accompanied by equal welfare distribution, and welfare 

distribution has been concentrated on the island of Java. This is a classic problem. 

The people of West Papua suffer from massive poverty eventhough the largest gold 

mine in the world is in Papua. Meanwhile, poor people and rich people live side by 

side in the big cities. The riots in Jakarta and several other parts of Indonesia in May 

1998 demonstrated that the widening gap between the poor and the rich triggers 

social conflict. Instances of violence and discrimination against several religious 

minority groups in Indonesia, such as the Ahmadiyah, and Shi’ite sects and some 

Christian groups, have occurred. Following attacks by fellow Muslims, some 

Indonesian leaders have proposed moving the Shi’ites to another location.
16

 Even 

though they may be aware of what is happening, most Indonesians choose to remain 

silent, and thus the acts of violence and discrimination continue in “silence” as well. 

Pluralism in Indonesia is complex. 

 

It should be noted, however, that, although there have been problems with regard to 

pluralism, this does not mean that Indonesians have lost their sense of social 

solidarity. When disaster strikes, solidarity and the spirit of gotong royong are strong. 

Tsunamis, earthquakes, floods, and the eruptions of several volcanoes throughout the 

archipelago stir thousands of volunteers to action and the collection of funds 

throughout Indonesia to aid their fellow citizens. 

 

The question is: Does Jesus’ sacrifice introduce a particular spirit into the context of 

discrimination in Indonesia? The work of Jesus and his disciples was directed at 

helping the poor and the marginalised, who were symbolised by children (Mark 

10:13-16) and those who were ill, such as the lepers, the blind, and those possessed 
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by demons. Jesus healed them and gave them an opportunity to continue their lives in 

freedom. Jesus showed concern for and embraced minorities in a time when the legal 

and religious structure rejected them. 

 

Presenting Jesus as a sacrifice in solidarity with the poor and marginalised is not a 

weakness but a strength. Yewangoe shows that presenting Jesus as the incarnation of 

God who suffers with humans could bring God “closer” to the people of Indonesia. 

Mery Kolimon has raised concern for women in the Timor tradition. Bringing Jesus 

into their presence brings them power. Jesus is a kurban amongst other kurbans. 

Their shared identity as kurban nurtures solidarity. 

 

The Islamic tradition includes a ritual for celebrating solidarity: Idul Adha or Idul 

Qurban. During Idul Adha, Muslims celebrate Abraham’s willingness to make a 

sacrifice as proof of his faith in Allah. The celebration is an expression of solidarity 

with the poor because the meat of the animals that are slaughtered, including buffalos 

and goats, are distributed first to the poor. In many parts of Indonesia, some of the 

meat is cooked and eaten together in a shared meal.
17

 

 

Christianity does not separate the sacrifice of Jesus from the doctrine of the 

incarnation, which is the main and central theological doctrine in Christianity for 

appreciating and contemplating the revelation of God to the world. It illustrates the 

Christian understanding of how God relates to the world. According to Choan Seng 

Song, Jesus and his mission, which is the incarnation of God, is present in every 

culture; every culture is an incarnation of God. If every culture is the incarnation of 

God, then each culture represents a part of God’s way of relating to and connecting 

with people. The incarnation is God’s way of manifesting creatio continua.
18

 

According to Song, although Jesus’s presence in all cultures may not be recognised, 

the reality of his presence is not dependent on human recognition of it. Thus, the 

creation and the incarnation are not to be regarded as two separates entities. Song 

states: 

 

Here the divine movement from creation to incarnation becomes 

complete. In this flesh, in this particular human being called Jesus 

Christ, creation and incarnation become one concrete historical event 

embodying the love of God for the whole world.
19

 

 

Since the incarnation cannot be separated from the creation, Jesus’s sacrifice that 

brings reconciliation is part of the creatio continua that is characterised by dying and 

rising with Christ. Christians believe that they die and arise with Christin baptism and 

the Eucharist. It is in this belief that the call to follow the spirit of Jesus– that of 

justice, peace, and love as a manifestation of the Kingdom of God – lies. The process 

of creation continues in this spirit. This means that, in dying and rising with Christ, 

Christians take an active part in the creatio continua that God brings about. Thus, the 

Eucharist is a way for Christians to remember not only the dying and rising of Jesus 

Christ, but also their calling.  
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God is incarnate in Jesus Christ, and Jesus Christ becomes “incarnate” in Christians. 

Jesus Christ is embodied in the spirit of Christians to witness to the Kingdom of God. 

The symbolic dying and rising with Jesus Christ in baptism and the Eucharist serves 

as a bridge between God’s incarnation in Jesus Christ and creatio continua as 

manifested in the lives of Christians. 

 

As the incarnation of God, Jesus gave himself as an offering because He chose to 

follow God’s path. Alternatively, the incarnation is God’s means of sacrifice; or the 

incarnation is a sacrifice. It is not only Jesus who sacrificed himself, but God also 

sacrificed himself at the same time. Jesus allowed himself to be baptized, tempted, 

and, finally, crucified. This sequence reflects a pattern in human life in which 

temptation can lead to faulty decisions that cause harm to others. Jesus chose to 

sacrifice himself to stop the pattern of the sacrifice of others. 

 

Unlike the philosophical concept of God who were incapable of feeling and 

understanding humanity, God, the Bible shows, is entirely capable of such feelings 

and understanding. God enters the human experience in the incarnation of Jesus. That 

is the experience of brokenness and weakness. Jesus empathises with human life 

because Jesus is human. Thus, in Jesus, God came fully to the experience and 

participation in human weakness and brokenness. 

 

This understanding distinguishes Christianity from other religions. Christianity dares 

to bring God very close to humans, so that humanity can feel God’s desire for the 

renewal of the world. The concept of God becomes tenuous when the line of 

separation between God and humanity becomes very thin. It is for this reason that 

some religions maintain a distance from God as incomprehensible and intangible. 

 

 

c.Kurban as Jihad for Forgiveness and Peace 

As noted in the previous chapter, Islamic jihad points to sacrifice in the struggle 

against evil desires and everything that is not in accordance with God’s will. Can 

Jesus as kurban be seen within the framework of jihad? If jihad is interpreted as 

taking physical action against the enemies of Islam, then Jesus cannot be viewed 

within this framework. Matthew tells of the incident when Jesus was about to be 

arrested in the Garden of Gethsemane and one of the disciples cut off the ear of a 

servant of the high priest. Jesus’ response was “Return your sword to its place; for all 

who take up the sword will perish by the sword” (Matt. 26:52). Jesus did not allow 

His followers to defend themselves by the sword – it is not a symbol of life in the 

Kingdom of God. 

 

Because jihad refers to the desire to uphold the will of God against all forms of 

oppression, it has nothing to do with war and coercion. Rather, it  is concerned with 

work done in the spirit of a servant of God. Jesus’ whole life was his jihad to bear 

witness tothe Kingdom of God where there is forgiveness and peace. Jesus’jihad 

exposed human violence and at the same time illuminated how the cycle of violence 

could be stopped. His actions fall within this broad understanding of jihad because he 

committed his life to fulfilling the will of God for the renewal of human life. 

 

For Jesus, the struggle against sin is a struggle against oppressive systems, ideas,and 

actions. Sin could be seen as a dimension of systems of injustice violence and 
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discrimination. His embracing of marginalised people like tax collectors, prostitutes, 

the poor, and the disabled, cannot be separated from his struggle against the 

oppressive system. By identifying with the oppressed, forgiving the guilty, clothing 

the needy, living with adversaries, Jesus effectively worked to renew and empower 

the community. Socioeconomic relations thus move in the direction of an economy of 

trust. 

 

In Indonesia, the question that often arises in the event of church closures is: Should 

Christianity in Indonesia always succumb to the majority? Recently, Christians in 

Biak, West Papua, where the majority are Christians, demonstrated against the 

government’s plan to use the Biak Airport as a departure point for Muslim pilgrims 

leaving for the hajj to Mecca.
20

 Christians in Biak apparently feel threatened by the 

presence of so many Muslims on their island and wantto limit their presence. It is 

interesting that Muslims in Indonesia also often ask the same question: Should the 

Muslims in Indonesia continue to succumb to Christians? If these questions continue 

to be raised, then the tension and potential for conflict will remain, making Indonesia 

very vulnerable. An attempt to see beyond the imagined threats and impulse for 

retaliation are greatly needed. 

 

Jesus’ teachings and sacrifice demonstrate the power of forgiveness that could lead to 

peace. Forgiveness opens the human capacity to act in the image of God. The 

opposite of forgiveness is vengeance. The latter destroys God’s creation and brings 

ruin because once one is entangled in the circle of violence one remains a victim. 

Jesus was a victim but he did not permit himself to remain one. He forgave those who 

crucified him. Hannah Arendt notes, “The discoverer of the role of forgiveness in the 

realm of human affairs was Jesus of Nazareth.”
21

 For Arendt, Jesus’s act of 

forgiveness is relevant not only in the religious context but also in the secular and 

political contexts because the community needs corrective action to repair the 

damage caused by human behaviour.
22

 Arendt proposes that forgiveness is a 

corrective for forging better mutual relations in society. 

 

Forgiveness is an important message in the face of numerous conflicts in Indonesia, 

especially between the followers of different religions in Ambon and Poso as well as 

within Islam between the majority of Indonesian Muslims who are Sunni and the 

followers of the Ahmadiyah and Shi’ite sects. Forgiveness requires sacrifice from 

both sides. Christians see themselves as people who needed forgiveness from God, 

and whom God forgave. God also gave humans the capacity to forgive. Thus, 

forgiveness is not beyond human ability; it is indeed humanly possible. 

 

A good example comes from the Christian response called the “Yale Response” to 

the document “A Common Word,” which opens with asking “forgiveness of the All-

Merciful One and of the Muslim community in the world” for the sins committed in 
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the past and present.
23

 Asking forgiveness is a condition for shaking hands with 

Muslims. 

 

d.The Kurban as Mediator 

Two separate parties are connected through an act of sacrifice while renewing their 

relationship. The victim serves as a “bridge” to bring the two together. The function 

of soteriology is found in Jesus’willingness to give his life as a mediator so that the 

celebration of his sacrifice could havea mimetic effect in Christianity. To celebrate 

the sacrifice of Christ in the Eucharist means to stop practising violence and to 

celebrate the harmony brought about by Jesus. The Eucharist then is a celebration of 

peace and harmony. Jesus as the mediator brings harmony. 

 

Miroslav Volf states, “At the heart of the cross is Christ’s stance of not letting the 

other remain an enemy and of creating space in himself for the offender to come 

in.”
24

 Volf states that the sacrifice creates a space for the enemy to enter into a new 

relation, thereby erasing the status of “enemy.” The cross is an invitation for the 

enemy to come within. Thus, sacrifice embraces the enemy to become a part of us. 

This spirit is founded in Jesus’ saying, “But love your enemies, do good, and lend, 

hoping for nothing in return. Your reward will be great, and you will be children of 

the Most High; for He is kind to the unthankful and wicked” (Luke 6:35). This is the 

spirit of sacrifice and the act of embracing the enemy. 

 

This is the liberating power of sacrifice. Sacrifice releases the bonds of the enemy, 

and transforms the relationship into one between siblings. For example, Jesus forgave 

the people who crucified Him: “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they 

do” (Luke 23:34). His forgiveness granted them freedom. According to Paul in 

Romans 6:13-14, Jesus’s sacrifice goes beyond itself, into a life of communion.
25

 The 

liberating power of sacrifice extends to the renewal of society, and is not only about 

individual sins. 

 

The important aspect of the Kingdom of God lies in this understanding. The 

Kingdom of God is the liberative power of God that transforms every Christian to be 

a new creation to do good for the world as a sign of the presence of the Kingdom of 

God. All Jeuss’ acts, such as healing or feeding the people, are signs of the presence 

of the Kingdom of God with particular purposes: liberation and salvation. It means 

that the future event, that of the fulfilment of the Kingdom of God, affects the present 

with the liberative power of liberative love. It is a particular characteristic of the 

Kingdom of God:  forgiveness and salvation to liberate people. 

 

 

e.Ethical Implications of the Eucharist in an Interreligious Context 

The Eucharist is an essential Christian sacrament. By eating bread and drinking wine, 

Christians are united with the blood and body of Christ. The Eucharist is not only a 

liturgical term, but it also has implications for the everyday lives of Christians; it 
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symbolizes a commitment to act as Jesus did. One of the important aspects of the 

Eucharist is anamnesis, remembrance, a memorial that reminds Christians about the 

sacrifice and resurrection of Jesus Christ. In the Eucharist Christians remember the 

One who gave his body  “for them” so that their lives would be shaped in his image 

(1 Cor. 11:21, 24).
26

 Thus, at the heart of Christian faith lies at the cross where Jesus 

sacrificed himself. The cross is the main symbol of spiritual life for Christians. The 

broken body of Jesus is alive in the present because it is reflected in the acts of 

Christians who work to bring light to the world. 

 

The question arises as to whether the Eucharist has any ethical implications in an 

interreligious context. Martien Brinkman insists that the elements of the Eucharist 

represent the relation between salvation and life.
27

 The Eucharist is a symbol of the 

salvation of Jesus Christ gained through His sacrifice and resurrection. This salvation 

is actualized in the everyday life of Christians. This refers not only to personal 

salvation but also to how Christian lives are manifested in the community and in the 

world. The WCC document, Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry, states briefly but 

clearly, “In Christ we offer ourselves as a living and holy sacrifice in our daily 

lives.”
28

 The Christians have a responsible care to the world as the implication of the 

spirit on the broken body who are given to the world. 

 

This responsible care is a sign of the nearness of the Kingdom of God. In fact, the 

work of Jesus, that of his ministry, teaching, sacrifice, and resurrection, isan 

embodiment of the Kingdom of God. The feedingof the people (Mark 6:30-44; 8:1-

10; Matt. 14:13-21; 15:32-39; Luke 9:10-17; John 6:1-13) is an act of proclamation 

of the Kingdom of God. In this act, Jesus gives a symbolic sign ofthe sacrifice of his 

body. Thus, it could be seen as a celebratory meal, given that Jesus gave thanks and 

then broke bread. People entered into communion with Jesus. The Kingdom of God 

invites all people to join in the community of happiness, where solidarity, 

inclusiveness, and love have been shared. 

 

It is within this framework that the ethical implications of the Eucharist in the context 

of religious plurality emerge. Brinkman states “... nobody can participate in the 

Lord’s Supper without dedicating himself to the cause of reconciliation, justice and 

peace….”
29

 Reconciliation, justice, and peace are not meant exclusively for 

Christians but for all. In Indonesia, interreligious relations are generally positive, but 

in some areas, including Aceh, Poso, Maluku, and Papua, tensions remain. Attempts 

at reconciliation are manifestations of the body and blood that Christians receive in 

the Eucharist. The common understanding amongst Christians is that the renewal 

aspect of the Eucharist pertains to particular personal transgressions, such as 

prohibited sexual acts or violations of personal relationships. Rarely does the self-

evaluation of the Eucharist extend to interreligious issues. But the real celebration of 

the Eucharist takes place outside the church building in the establishment of a 

peaceful and balanced relationship amongst different religions. 
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The Eucharist is not the remembrance of the death of Jesus but the celebration of the 

divine act that overcomes the violence that sacrifices innocent people. There are some 

who criticise Christian theology for emphasizing Jesus’ death without elaborating on 

the divine effort to overcome violence. The resurrection transcends violence. Thus, 

the spirit of the Eucharist lies in the transcendence of violence. This is important in 

the context of interreligious dialogue in Indonesia, which is often coloured by 

violence. The spirit of the reconciliation that is celebrated in the Eucharist promotes 

the realization of a new humanity that brings peace to all humankind. Without mutual 

acceptance there is no peace, thus inclusiveness is important. 

 

It is important that the inclusiveness of the Eucharist be reflected. Does the Eucharist 

mean the rejection ofthe other? The Faith and Order document published by the WCC 

implies that the Eucharist poses a problem for ecumenicity. There are many 

convergences between churches on the Eucharist. The convergence leads from the 

theological doctrine behind the Eucharist to practical considerations. Thus, the 

tendency is that the Eucharist is a “way” to exclude others. The Faith and Order 

document is an ecumenical document intended to limit the convergence. Hence, what 

can be said then about other religions? The Eucharist spreads the spirit of 

reconciliation, self-sacrifice, peace, and forgiveness that bind humanity as a part of 

God’s creation, and the other comes to our consciousness in this spirit. 

 

3.Future Research 

First, our research shows that Islamic theology could enrich Christian theology. In 

Indonesia, Islamic theologians partner with Christian theologians in developing 

theology and bringing religion into the community for a better future. Christian 

identity is enriched by sources outside Christianity. It is quite clear that Islam is not 

“the other” that must be confronted and defeated. A fruitful theological dialogue 

between Christians and Muslims could contribute to the development of a strong 

cohesive community. A variety of strategies could be developed to initiate a 

meaningful dialogue between the followers of both religions, especially at the 

grassroots level. Interreligious readings of the Bible and the Qur’an in which both 

communities participate is an interesting option. 

 

Second, a question remains: How can this succeed? It will be successful only if we 

have “common experiences” that can open new doors of understanding. The 

following can be seen as examples. 

 

1.The Battle against Corruption 

Corruption is widespread in Indonesia. It is an act of dishonesty and destroys the 

community. Corruption threatens the foundation of Indonesian society and 

encourages feelings of suspicion between the poor and the wealthy. Christians and 

Muslims should work together on common religious principles, not only on a 

normative level but also on the practical level by, for example, refusing donations 

from those who want to use the system illegally. The Indonesian government, through 

the Department of Information and Communication, published a series of sermons 

and lectures from different religions on corruption,
30

 but it was not effective because 
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the initiative did not involve the cooperation of the religious leaders themselves. It 

would be more effective if the religious leaders would come together and make a 

joint declaration condemning corruption as a serious crime and encouraging religious 

organisations to refuse to become involved with such people involved in committing 

such a crime. 

 

2.Disaster Theology 

Indonesia was hit by several disasters from 2001-2010: tsunamis, earthquakes, 

volcanic eruptions, floods, and landslides occurred in almost all provinces in 

Indonesia, killed hundreds of thousands of people and displaced millions. Some 

responses to these disasters were tied to faith. The most common question arose was: 

Was the disaster caused by the sins of the Indonesian people? This question reflects 

the popular belief in Indonesia that disaster, suffering and evil are punishments for 

sins committed. When a tsunami hit Aceh in 2005, many Christians thought it had 

happened because Christians in Aceh were forbidden to celebrate Christmas. This is 

not a “positive” theological encounter with Islam. An attempt must be made to open a 

new theological dialogue on disaster theology between Christians and Muslims that 

would be useful not only for both communities but also for the enrichment of 

Christian theology. One of the Christian non-government organisations in Makassar, 

Oase Intim, published a book called Teologi Bencana (Disaster Theology). This book 

reflects and elaborates on disasters that Indonesia has faced recently and provides a 

theological discussion of the situations. 

 

3.Reconciliation Theology 

The bloody conflicts in Maluku and Poso are over, but reconciliation has yet to be 

completely and systematically established. Suicide bombings still occur and conflicts 

between police and some community groups still erupt in Poso. The theology of 

reconciliation could be developed as a common ground for the reconciliation process 

in the community, including the police and government agencies. Christianity and 

Islam must work together to find the solution to overcome interreligious tension. 

Currently, Lian Gogali, a Christian activist in Poso, is working ceaselessly to 

reconcile the contentious communities. 

 

4.The Suffering Prophet 

The theme of the suffering prophet, Jesus, is a crucial theme in the dialogue between 

Christianity and Islam. Both traditions have interpretations about sacrifice and 

suffering, but disparities remain in regard to the figure of Jesus. Elaboration on and 

explanation of these disparities is important in bridging the gap between the two 

religious theologies. 

 

5.The Sacrifice and Propethic Mission of the Church 

Indonesian people including Indonesian Christians, like to perform many rituals, but 

less to act prophetically. This research understands the sacrifice of Jesus as the act of  

Jesus as the servant of God and as his solidarity to the world. It would be interesting 

to do research (eventually in the form of empirical research) into the correlation of 

rituals in the church and the propethic act of the church.  

 

6.A ‘Common Word’ in Indonesia 

I borrow the term ‘Common Word’ from the document signed by 138 leading 

Muslims scholars and intellectuals from Egypt, Syria, Jordan, Oman, Bosnia, and 
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Russia that was addressed to the leaders of Christian churches and denominations. 

The document professed that, based on the Qur’an and the Bible, both religions have 

a common ground of love and harmony, i.e., love of God and love of neighbour.
31

 

Based on the context of Indonesia, a “common word” between Christians and 

Muslims could be developed as a foundation for Christian-Muslim relations. 

Christian and Muslim leaders could confess to a similar theological elaboration based 

on the Holy Qur’an and the Holy Bible. One of the confessions from the “Common 

Word” document states poignantly about the relations between human beings: 

 

However, empathy and sympathy for the neighbour –and even formal 

prayers –are not enough. They must be accompanied by generosity and 

self-sacrifice. God says in the Holy Qur’an: It is not righteousness that 

ye turn your faces to the East and the West; but righteous is he who 

believeth in God and the Last Day and the angels and the Scripture and 

the prophets; and giveth wealth, for love of Him, to kinsfolk and to 

orphans and the needy and the wayfarer and to those who ask, and to set 

slaves free; and observeth proper worship and payeth the poor-due. And 

those who keep their treaty when they make one, and the patient in 

tribulation and adversity and time of stress. Such are they who are 

sincere. Such are the pious. (Al-Baqarah, 2:177)
32

 

 

One of the Indonesian Muslim scholars who signed the document is Prof. Dr. 

Nasaruddin Umar, who was the Secretary-General of Nahdhatul Ulama and a lecturer 

at Sunan Kalijaga Islamic State University inYogyakarta at that time. He is currently 

Vice Minister of Religious Affairs. 

 

Intensive research to bridge the gap between the understanding of the religions that 

will provide positive insights regarding the relationship of Christianity and Islam 

should be undertaken and continued. The results of the research should be conveyed 

to both religious communities in an effort to support the development of mutual 

understanding. 

 

                                                           
 
31

 See Volf (eds.), A Common Word, p. 44. 
32

 Ibid., p. 66. 
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Summary 

 

Jesus is the central figure in Christianity. Thus, Christians must be totally commited 

to Jesus. There are two aspects to Christian commitment to Jesus that interact 

dynamically: first, the life and stories of Jesus that are spoken of in the Gospels and 

in church teachings; and second, the concrete experiences of daily life in culture, 

society and intellectual perspectives. These two aspects interact continually to 

develop Christian commitment to Jesus that is contextural to cultural, social and 

religious life. 

 

Since the beginning of the 20
th

 century, Asian churches have conducted studies about 

how to present Jesus that are appropriate with the context of Asian society. These 

efforts are the results of the development of the theological method that is termed 

“contextual theology”. In contextual theology, the social, religious, and cultural 

contexts of the local population receive the primary attention in the development of 

Christian theology and Christology. The Asian churches developed a Christology that 

took into consideration the context of the local population. The social situation, 

culture and patterns of thought of Asian societies became the primary – however not 

the only – considerations in developing presentations of Jesus. 

 

Several Asian theologians who have developed Christologies by carefully 

considering the Asian context, include Aloysius Pieris, Choan-Seng Song, Stanley 

Samartha, Jung Young Lee and Kosuke Koyama. They placed the contexts of poverty 

and religious plurality as the basic primary considerations for presenting Jesus. In the 

context of religious plurality, Aloysius Pieris developed a Christology by considering 

Buddhism, which is the religion of the majority of the population in Sri Lanka, where 

Pieris lived. Pieris presented Jesus as the “poor monk” (rahib miskin). The term rahib 

(monk) is very familiar and easily understood by the Srilankan society. Similarly, 

Kosuke Koyaka worked with the context of Buddhism in Thailand. Meanwhile, 

Choan-Seng Song and You Jung Lee developed Christologies in China where the 

influence of Confucianism and Taoism framed of their Christologies. 

 

Meanwhile, in several countries where the majority of the population is Muslim, such 

as in Malaysia and Pakistan, several Christian theologians developed thoughts about 

Jesus in accordance with the context of Islam. Malaysia is the Muslim country that is 

closest and shares the same roots with Indonesia. Malaysia has enforced the shari”ah 

law. A Christian theologian in Malaysia, Batumalai Sadayandy, presents Jesus as a 

“neighbor who becomes a mediator for other people”. The concept of the “neighbor” 

is based on the presence of Christians in Malaysia who are neighbors with Muslims. 

A good neighbor must be able to serve as a mediator for other people. Meanwhile, 

another Malaysian theologian, Ng Kam Weng, defends Jesus” divinity. For Kam 

Weng, Jesus” divinity cannot be compromised because it is the foundation of 

Christianity. If it is not acknowledged, then the recognition of Jesus as God and the 

Saviour is only a meaningless designation. Kam Weng adopted an approach to 

classical Christology that strongly defended the identification of Jesus with God as 

the basis of Christianity. Although approaches to Christology that consider the 

contextual presence result in variable presentations of Jesus, this does not impair the 

belief that Christ is an incarnation of God. 
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The majority of the population in Pakistan is also Muslim. It has the second highest 

number of Muslims after Indonesia. Like Malaysia, Pakistan also enforces the 

shari”a law. David Emmanuel Singh is a Christian theologian in Pakistan who has 

developed a Christology in the context of Islam. Singh is aware that in a society in 

which the majority of the population is Muslim, the development of Christian 

theology must consider Islamic theology. In view of this, Singh adopts the Islamic 

concept of the “perfect man” for his presentation of Jesus. After studying Islamic 

literature, Singh found that Islam has the concept of an individual whose life 

manifests in perfect goodness and in perfect relation to God. This person is called the 

“perfect man”. With this as his departure point, Singh presents Jesus as the “perfect 

man” with an additional aspect, that is, the divine nature of Jesus” goodness and 

morality. Christianity believes in the “perfect man” as “God-for-us”. Meanwhile, 

Alexander Malik uses the concept of the Greatness of God (Allah hu akbar) as his 

departure point. For Malik, Jesus is the manifestation of the greatness of God from 

the moment of his birth. 

 

Indonesia, also an Asian country, has also contributed to the development of 

contextual thought about Jesus. Several contexts, such as poverty, religious plurality 

and culture, have been considered in the development of local Christologies. Of these 

three contexts, the cultural context has received the most attention.This is 

understandable because the cultural context is the primordial perspective for an 

individual more easily identifiable. The second context that has been considered is 

poverty, however, only a few theologians focus on the context of poverty. The 

notable exception is a Catholic theologian, J. B. Banawiratma, who has consistently 

adopted this perspective. 

 

With the increase in tensions between Muslims and Christians in Indonesia, which 

has been signified by the enforcement of several regulations that have been 

considered to be discriminative against Christianity, and at the same time with the 

increase in efforts to encourage dialog between Islam and Christianity, this writer 

chooses to focus on the context of Islam in developing thoughts about Jesus in 

Christian theology. Indonesia has the largest Muslim population in the world. 80% of 

230 million Indonesians are Muslim. Christian encounters – including social, 

religious and theological encounters – with Islam cannot be avoided. Throughout the 

period of Reformasi (beginning in 1998 until the present time), conflicts between 

Muslim and Christian segments of the population have risen dramatically, including 

issues of restricting the building and destruction of churches by various social 

Muslim organisations. Meanwhile, sensitivity towards Islam in regions where there is 

a Christian majority has also risen. There are a variety of reasons for this that cover 

not only social and political issues, but also the inability to accept different 

theological perspectives as reasonable and the inability to see similarities as the basic 

foundation for living together in society. In actuality, intense encounters between 

Christianity and Islam should encourage development of Christian theology and 

nurture a healthy dialog between the two religions. 

 

The tension in the encounters between Islam and Christianity often arise during 

discussions about Jesus, or the prophet Isa, as he is called in the Qu’ran. Muslim and 

Christian theologians often discuss Jesus because both the Bible and the Qu”ran focus 

on the figure of Jesus/Isa, albeit from different perspectives. This difference resulted 

in tension and the emergence of a debate between apologists. This results not in 
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dialog, but a debate to counter the arguments of the opposing theology. Popular 

books are filled with the debate between apologists. From the Christian side, there are 

two names that stood out in that debate in the 1980s, Hambran Ambri and Yusuf 

Roni. These two Christian theologians adamantly participated as apologists in 

arguing for the truth of Christian teachings about Jesus and at the same time claiming 

that the Islamic perspective is not true. Despite their enthusiasm, the defensive 

apologetic position does not play a significant role in developing healthy dialog. 

 

Beginning in the 1990s, a dialogue that respected Islamic theology as a partner in 

developing Christian theology emerged. Theologians such as J.B. Banawiratma, 

Gerrit Singgih Stanley Rambitan, and A.A. Yewangoe began to porpose theological 

concepts, particularly about Jesus, in the context of encouraging dialog with Islam. 

Amongst these theologians, Banawiratma was quite active. Initially, Banawiratma 

departed from a cultural context. He presented Jesus as a guru, teacher, in the 

Javanese tradition. This is understandable because the cultural context is the context 

that is most easily accepted. It was only after several decades that Banawiratma 

shifted to focus to the context of Islam. In this context, Banawiratma proposed that 

the concept of Jesus as the Word of God could be equated with the Muslim 

understanding of the Qur’an. In Islam, the Qu”ran is recognized and revered as the 

Word of God in the form of a book. The Qu’ran is holy; it is the concrete form of the 

presence of God. Similarly, for Christians, Jesus is the Word of God who takes the 

form of a human being. As a human, Jesus” presence is a concrete sign of God’s 

presence. With this understanding, Banawiratma hopes that Muslims can more easily 

understand Jesus as he is perceived by Christians. 

 

Several Islamic theologians, including Syafaatun Almirzanah of the State Islamic 

University Sunan Kalijaga Yogyakarta and Zuhairi Misrawi, a theologian from 

Nahdlatul Ulama, have placed Jesus in a revered and highly respected position. They 

represent Islamic theologians who demonstrate that respect towards Isa/Jesus as 

found in the Qu’ran can be shown without demeaning or renouncing the Christian 

theological position. For Almirzanah, the understanding of Christian theology about 

the Trinity is not based on a Christian misunderstanding of Jesus’ teachings. The 

Trinity is the Christian way of becoming familiar with God as it is processed in 

human thought. In this way, the Christian statement of their theological 

understanding of Jesus is a part of this process. 

 

This study focuses on theological considerations about Jesus as a kurban. In 

Indonesian, there are two meanings of kurban. First, kurban is something that is 

intentionally offered as a sacrifice for specific purposes. Usually this is an object or 

animal that is sacrificed as part of a religious ritual ceremony, for example, oxen are 

kurban in the Idul Qurban ceremony. Second, kurban is an animal or person who 

experiences an accident or is wounded as a result of a particular action or event, a 

victim. Both of these meanings are glossed in Indonesian as kurban or korban. For 

example: She is a korban/victim of a traffic accident. This study will use the first 

meaning of the word kurban. 

 

In the Qu’ran, kurban means “sacrifice”. One of the legendary stories found in the 

Qu”ran is the story about the sacrifice of Ishmael. God commanded Ibrahim to kill 

his son, Ishamael, and offer him as a sacrifice to God. This act of devotion, however, 

was halted just moments before it was completed. To commemorate Ibrahim’s act of 
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devotion, Muslims celebrate the day, Idul Kurban, as one of the main religious holy 

days. On this day, Muslims slaughter animals, such as goats or oxen, as kurban that 

are offered to God and then the meat is distributed to poor people. In Indonesia, the 

Idul Kurban celebration is not only a ritual religious celebration, but it has also 

become a ‘social celebration”, as the people who are involved in the commemoration 

are not just those who donate the kurban and the poor people who receive the meat, 

but also the non-Muslim residents in the neighborhood who are also given a share of 

the meat as a sign of social solidarity. Some of the meat is eaten together in a shared 

meal of invited guests. 

 

As seen in the offered sacrifice of Ishmael by Ibrahim, the concept of kurban as a 

sacrifice can be applied not only to animals, but also to people. In Islamic theology 

there are people “who sacrifice themselves” in their journey to God (shahid); people 

who undergo suffering because they choose to uphold their commitment to God’s 

way to defend their faith or to strengthen the social life of the community. It is 

believed that the people who die in the shahid journey will enter heaven. According 

to Mahmoud Ayoub, it can be said that these people are conducting jihad because 

they are willing to suffer and even die to carry out God’s will. The term shahid then 

has assumed the meaning of a martyr as it is understood in the Christian tradition to 

indicate people who sacrifice themselves for God’s way. Thus, shahid and martyr 

share the same meaning. 

 

In Indonesia, the term mati shahid, or “shahid death”, has become popular since the 

conflict between the Muslim and Christian communities in Maluku because it is 

associated with jihad. A part of the Muslim community propose that fighting against 

Christians in Maluku is a jihad so that death in war will be called “shahid death” and 

the one who dies fighting will enter heaven. The connotations then of “shahid death” 

and jihad are violent and terrifying. In actuality, jihad does not refer only to fighting 

with physical violence in defending God’s way, but it also refers to the act of living 

without violence, overcoming passions, and devoting one’s life to God’s way. The 

images of people who are conducting jihad are not only those who wield weapons 

and act violently against their enemies, but also those who are gentle who restrain 

their passions and diligently follow God’s way. 

 

In Islamic theology, a person who becomes a martyr or who undergoes ‘shahid 

death”, can assume the role of mediator (intercessor) who stands before God and 

humanity. In the Qu’ran, the mediator is called the shafa’a. The shafa’a is a person 

who serves as a mediator between two people or two groups of people who have a 

problem and bring peaces to them. The shafa’a can also be a devout person who died 

a “shahid death” while serving as a mediator for humans before God. A prophet can 

become an intercessor for humanity. The Qu’ran (sura 12:97-98) tells of Yusuf 

(Joseph) who became an intercessor for his descendents for the redemption of their 

sins. In the Islamic tradition, the prophet Muhammad is also an intercessor. Similarly, 

very devout people can also be regarded as holy. In Indonesia, members of Nahdlatul 

Ulama, one of the largest Muslim organisations in the country, also believe that holy 

persons can become intermediaries between humans and God, particularly in asking 

for God’s good will. Thus, on certain days the followers of Nahdlatul Ulama make 

pilgrimages to the gravesites of holy people to pray. 
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Almost all Islamic theologians agree that Jesus did not die on the cross. The refusal of 

Islam of the Christian perspective of Jesus’ death is based on the theological 

understanding that it is not possible that a messenger of God would die in such a 

merciless way as it is written in the Christian holy book. God surely will help and 

save each of His messengers. According to the Qu’ran, it was not Jesus who died on 

the cross, but another person who resembled Jesus. This is the work of God to help 

and save Jesus. In this way, Jesus would not be embarrassed in the presence of the 

Jewish people. The explanation that the person who was crucified was someone who 

resembled Jesus is found in the Qu’ran, sura 4:157: “And because of their saying: We 

slew the Messiah, Jesus, son of Mary, Allah’s messenger – They slew him not nor 

crucified him, but it appeared so unto them; and lo! Those who disagree concerning it 

are in doubt thereof; they have no knowledge thereof save pursuit of a conjecture; 

they slew him not for certain”. 

 

Nonetheless, the Qu’ran does not deny that fact that Jesus as God’s messenger 

suffered. Jesus’ arrest and trial demonstrate his suffering. Based on this perspective, 

there are a few Islamic theologians who agree that Jesus was actually crucified and 

taken to heaven by God. In one Sufi tradition there is the opinion that the experience 

of suffering is the experience of the mystic Jesus. It is actually through suffering that 

Jesus achieved the peak of his mystical experience as God’s messenger. 

 

Christianity places faith in Jesus as God’s messenger who suffered because he 

sacrificed himself for devotion to God’s way and to follow God’s will. In the Bible, 

the tradition of kurban is rooted in the Old Testament. The concept of sacrifice is not 

new for the Isrealites and the Semitic people of that time. In the Old Testament, Israel 

practiced several kinds of ritual sacrifice. First, there were burnt offerings or 

holocaust (Hebrew, ““ōlá); second, grain offerings (Hebrew, minhah); third, sacrifice 

of well being/fellowship offering (Hebrew, zevah syelamin); fourth, purification 

offerings (Hebrew, hatta”t); fifth, guilt offerings (Hebrew, “asham). 

 

This study develops the basic concept that Jesus’ entire life in the world was a form 

of suffering. Jesus undertook his sacrifice not only at the moment of his crucifixion at 

Golgotha, but ever since he “emptied himself” and was born as a human, assuming 

the role of a servant (Philippian 2:6-7). For Paul, Jesus as the Word of God did not 

reside quietly in glory with God. Paul viewed the event of Jesus “emptying himself” 

as a form of Jesus lowering himself to be born as a human. This means that ever since 

came into the world, Jesus humbled himself. This is one form of suffering that Jesus 

undertook. Then, Jesus again humbled himself when he was baptised by John the 

Baptist, during which Jesus underwent a baptism of remorse, or confession of sins. In 

this act Jesus humbled himself as other humans who need to show remorse in the 

presence of God. 

  

In the Gospels, Jesus sees his own sacrifice as a “ransom for many” (Mark 10:45, 

Matthew 20:28). This statement refers to the tradition of sacrifice in the Old 

Testament. Jesus placed himself in the context of those sacrifices. A “ransom for 

many” is a form of sacrifice. The image of the suffering Servant of God, such as that 

found in Yesaya 53:10-13, is called to fore. This means that Jesus is committed to his 

sacrifice in the image of the suffering Servant of God. Jesus’ willingness to suffer as 

a sign of his devotion as the Servant of God is important. The value of his sacrifice is 

very meaningful because of his willingness to undergo all consequences involved. 
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However, the question is: Is Jesus’ self sacrifice in the context of a sacrificial cult? 

Indeed, the answer is ambiguous. On the one hand, the sacrifice in the context of the 

redemption of sin emerges very strongly in the Bible, for example in Hebrews, where 

Jesus is seen as the priest who sacrifices himself for the redemption of sin. However, 

on the other hand, Jesus’ sacrifice is spoken of in the Gospels in the name of social 

solidarity, justice and truth in the Kingdom of God. Jesus’ life is the model for living 

in accordance with God’s will, and bringing about the Kingdom of God, that is love, 

justice, truth, and peace. Thus, Jesus” sacrifice cannot be separated from the 

realisation of the vision of the Kingdom of God that Jesus’ life modeled. 

 

In that vision, God works continuously to renew creation. This is what is called 

creatio continua. Christianity believes that to believe in Jesus means to follow him in 

death and resurrection. Thus, Christians are also resurrected to continue Jesus’ work 

to bring trust, justice, love, and peace to the world. Through continuing Christ’s 

work, Christians also participate in creatio continua with God. 

 

Christianity celebrates Jesus’ sacrifice through the Eucharist. In the Eucharist, 

Christians eat bread and drink wine in rememberance of Jesus’ sacrifice. Because the 

Eucharist celebration is a commemoration of Jesus’ sacrifice, it has an ethical 

meaning. The commitment of Jesus” sacrifice does not emerge in the ritual meal, but 

is present in daily life. The ethical demands embodied in the commemoration of 

Jesus’sacrifice emerge in the defense of the poor and the marginalised, and the 

nurturing of a broadening dialog with other religions, especially Islam in Indonesia. 

The spirit of reconciliation and forgiveness that is embodied in Jesus’ sacrifice and 

commemorated in the Eucharist is greatly needed in Indonesia. 

 

It is hoped that Muslims will be more willing and able to accept an image of Jesus as 

the kurban that undertakes jihad by committing to live in God’s way rather than the 

image of a superior Jesus who wants to defeat people of other faiths. There are 

several implications related to a presentation of Jesus as a kurban: 

 

First, the idea of the kurban can provide a theological concept regarding the attitude 

of sacrificing one’s self for the needs of many people. In Indonesia, the principle of 

self-sacrifice for the good of many people has almost been lost in the face of a 

growing sense of individualism and the interest to save one’s self. There seems to be 

more occurances of the sacrifice of many people for one individual’s needs. 

 

Second, the image of Jesus as a kurban provides an image of solidarity with other 

people. Jesus suffered and was crucified, not for himself, but for the salvation of 

other people. 

 

Third, the image of Jesus as a kurban demonstrates the meaning of forgiveness and 

peace. Jesus did not ask for revenge, and did not order his disciplines to save him. 

Rather, Jesus forgave the people who crucified him. This act serves as a perfect 

example of forgiveness. Not only that, but Jesus’ mission to spread the news of the 

Kingdom of God led him to walk the path of peace, not violence. 
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Fourth, Jesus’ sacrifice reveals the idea of someone who sacrifices himself then 

becomes a mediator. Christians see Jesus as a mediator between God and humankind, 

as well as a mediator who demonstrates how humans can live in peace. 
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SAMENVATTING 

 

Jezus is voor het christelijk geloof een centrale figuur. Daarom is het voor christenen 

absoluut noodzakelijk om Jezus te ‘beleven’: een plaats te geven in hun eigen 

belevingswereld. Daartoe is het nodig om een dynamische ontmoeting tussen twee 

zaken tot stand te brengen: tussen allereerst de Jezus, zoals hij in de evangeliën en de 

leer van de kerk verkondigd wordt en vervolgens de Jezus, zoals hij concreet ervaren 

wordt in het dagelijks leven, inclusief de cultuur, het sociale levenen het denken. 

Door de ontmoeting van deze twee aspecten kan de christelijke beleving van een 

contextuele Jezus zich verder ontplooien.   

 

Vanaf het begin van de twintigste eeuw bestuderen de Aziatische kerken Jezus 

intensief binnen de context van de Aziatische samenleving. De impact van deze 

ontwikkeling wordt zichtbaar in een vorm van theologiseren, die ‘contextuele 

theologie’ wordt genoemd. Binnen de ‘contextuele theologie’ krijgt primair de locale 

context aandacht bij de ontwikkeling van de christelijke theologie; zo dus ook bij de 

ontwikkeling van de christologie in Azië. De sociale en culturele situatie alsmede de 

uiteenlopende denkwijzen binnen de Aziatische samenlevingen vormen een 

voorname, zij het niet de enige, overweging bij de ontwikkeling van de 

christologische reflectie. 

 

Verschillende Aziatische theologen, waaronder Aloysius Pieris, Choan-Seng Song, 

Stanley Samartha, Jung Young Lee en Kosuke Koyama, hebben zo’n contextuele 

christologie ontwikkeld.  Daarbij is de context van armoede en religieuze pluraliteit 

hun voornaamste overweging.  Binnen de context van religieuze pluraliteit 

ontwikkelde Aloysius Pieris een christologie, die rekening houdt met het 

boeddhisme, dat door de meerderheid van de bevolking in Sri Lanka wordt beleden. 

Pieris stelt Jezus present als ‘arme monnik’. Dit begrip monnik is Srilankanen heel 

vertrouwd en kan gemakkelijk door hen worden begrepen. Op soortgelijke wijze 

werkte Kosuke Koyama in de boeddhistische context van Thailand. Choan-Seng 

Song en Jung Young Lee ontwikkelden een christologie in de context van China, 

waar de denkpatronen van Confucianisme en Taoïsme het raamwerk voor hun 

christologie vormen. 

 

In landen met een islamitische meerderheid, zoals Maleisië en Pakistan, ontwikkelden 

theologen een  reflectie aangaande Jezus, die past bij hun islam-context. Maleisië, dat 

de sharia toepast, is het dichtsbijzijnde islamitische buurland van Indonesiëmet 

dezelfde linguistische wortels. De christelijke theoloog Batumalai Sadayandy 

beschrijft daar Jezus als ‘de buurman, die bemiddelaar voor anderen’ wordt. Het 

concept ‘buurman’ (neighbor) heeft te maken met de existentie van de Maleisische 

christenen als buren van de moslims.  Een andere Maleisische theoloog, Ng Kam 

Weng , presenteert een christologie, waarbij de Godheid van Jezus gehandhaafd blijft. 

Dat aspect mag voor Ng Kam Weng niet opgeofferd worden, omdat het de grondslag 

van het christelijk geloof vormt; zonder de goddelijkheid van Jezus is het belijden 

van Jezus als Heer en zaligmaker een lege uitspraak. Weng gebruikt een klassieke 

christologische benadering, die de identificering van Jezus en God sterk beklemtoont 

als identiteit van de christelijke gemeenschap. Door de benadering van de 

christologie, waarbij de context wordt meegewogen, wordt de figuur van Jezus 

veelkleurig. Dat laat echter onverlet, dat men hem beschouwt als een incarnatie van 

God. 
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De positie van christelijke theologen in Pakistan is vergelijkbaar. Pakistan is het land 

met de grootste islamitische bevolking na Indonesië en past ook evenals Maleisië de 

sharia toe. David Emmanuel Singh heeft in die context een christologie ontwikkeld, 

waarbij hij zich realiseert, dat hij rekening moet houden met de islamitische 

theologie. Om die reden beeldt hij Jezus uit als ‘de perfecte mens’. In islamitische 

literatuur ontdekte hij, dat de islam mensen kent, wier leven de kwaliteit belichamen 

van volmaakte menselijke goedheid en van een volmaakte relatie met God. Zulke 

mensen worden de perfecte mens genoemd. Op deze wijze kan Singh Jezus 

voorstellen als de perfecte mens, met dien verstande, dat aan de goedheid en 

moraliteit van Jezus nog een goddelijk aspect toegevoegd wordt. Christenen ervaren 

the perfect man als ‘God-voor-ons’. Een andere Pakistaanse theoloog, Alexander 

Malik, neemt het concept van de grootheid van God (Allah hu akbar) als 

uitgangspunt. Voor hem is Jesus de verpersoonlijking van deze grootheid van God, 

vanaf zijn geboorte. Het hele leven van Jezus beeldt deze grootheid Gods uit. 

 

Ook Indonesië ontwikkelt een contextueel Aziatisch denken over Jezus. 

Verschillende aspecten kunnen daarbij als voornaamste overweging dienen: armoede, 

religieuze pluraliteit en cultuur. Van deze drie aspecten krijgt tot dusver de cultuur de 

meeste aandacht. Dat is begrijpelijk, omdat de culturele context de meest 

oorspronkelijk is en dus het gemakkelijkst beleefd kan worden. Een tweede context is 

die van de armoede. Er zijn evenwel niet veel theologen, die deze context consistent 

naar voren brengen, op de katholieke theoloog J.B. Banawiratma na. Zijn benadering 

verdient meer navolging. 

 

Niettemin, omdat aan de ene kant de spanningen tussen moslims en christenen in 

Indonesië oplopen,  nog versterkt door overheidsmaatregelen, die als discriminerend 

tegenover christenen worden ervaren, terwijl aan de andere kant de pogingen tot 

dialoog tussen moslims en christenen  toenemen, kiest deze auteur voor de context 

van de islam als basis om serieus te overwegenhoe het denken over Jezus vanuit 

christelijk perspectief verder in Indonesië kan worden ontwikkeld. Indonesië is het 

land met de grootste moslimpopulatie ter wereld. Van de 230 miljoen inwoners, is 

80% moslim. Het gesprek met de islam kan dan ook niet worden ontweken. 

Gedurende de tijd van de zogenaamde reformatie (dat wil zeggen, vanaf 1998 tot 

heden) zijn de conflicten tussen moslims en christenen sterk toegenomen, inclusief 

situaties van verbod van kerkbouw of het verwoesten van kerkgebouwen door 

bepaalde islamitische groeperingen. Daardoor stijgt in gebieden met een christelijke 

meerderheid de gevoeligheid ten opzichte van de islam. De oorzaken zijn velerlei en 

liggen niet alleen op sociaal en politiek gebied. Er is ook sprake van een onmacht om 

het perspectief van de ander theologisch als redelijk te aanvaarden en men kan vaak 

de overeenkomsten, als fundament voor een samenleving, niet zien. Niettemin, vanuit 

christelijk perspectief moet een intensieve ontmoeting met de islam juist leiden tot de 

ontwikkeling van een eigen christelijke, Indonesische theologie en uiteindelijk tot een 

gezonde dialoog tussen islam en christendom. 

 

Spanningen bij de ontmoeting tussen islam en Christendom ontstaan dikwijlsals beide 

spreken over Jezus of over de profeet Isa (zoals hij in de Qur’an wordt genoemd). 

Een islamitisch-christelijke dialoog wordt regelmatig tussen moslim- en christen-

theologen gehouden. Zowel de Bijbel als de Qur’an stellen immers de figuur van 

Jezus of Isa centraal, zij het op verschillende wijzen. Die verschillen leiden vaak tot 
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apologetische debatten en spanningen. Uiteindelijk ontstaat dan niet een dialoog, 

maar een debat om de theologische argumenten van de  ander te ontkrachten. De 

boeken, die populair zijn, in grote oplages worden gedrukt en door de samenleving 

worden gewaardeerd, zijn apologetische werken waarin gedebatteerd wordt, en 

aanvallen van de andere kant worden weersproken. Aan de kant van de christenen 

traden in de jaren tachtig twee namen op de voorgrond, Hambran Ambri en Yusuf 

Roni. Beide waren theologen, die  zich verbeten in het apologetische debat stortten  

om de waarheid van de christelijke leer aangaande Jezus aan te tonen en tegelijkertijd 

te bewijzen, dat de leer van de islam onwaar is. Deze defensieve apologetische 

denkwijze heeft geen grote rol gespeeld bij de ontwikkeling van een gezonde dialoog.  

 

Vanaf de jaren negentig ontstond een dialoog die de islamitische theologie waardeert 

als gesprekspartner voor de ontwikkeling van de christelijke theologie. Theologen als 

J.B. Banawiratma, Gerrit Singgih, Stanley Rambitan en Andreas Yewangoe 

begonnen theologische denkbeelden naar voren te brengen, speciaal over Jezus, in de 

context van een dialoog met de islam. Onder hen is Banawiratma een theoloogdie op 

geheel eigen  wijze vruchtbare gedachten over Jezus ontvouwt. In het begin nam hij 

niet de islam als uitgangspunt, maar de context van de eigen Indonesische cultuur. Hij 

stelde zich Jezus voor als een guru in de Javaanse culturele traditie. Dat is 

begrijpelijk, omdat die culturele context in eerste instantie het beste aanvaard kan 

worden. Eerst enkele decennia later schakelde Banawiratma over naar de context van 

de islam. In dat verband accentueert hij, dat Jezus, als het Woord van God, uitgelegd 

kan worden op dezelfde wijze zoals de islam de Qur’an verstaat.  De islam gaat er 

vanuit, dat de Qur’an het Woord van God is, dat de vorm krijgt van een boek. De 

Qur’an is heilig en vormt een concrete wijze van de aanwezigheid van Allah. 

Daartegenover is Jezus het Woord van God in de gestalte van een mens. Als 

menswordt de aanwezigheid van Jezus een concreet teken van Gods presentie. 

Middels zulke inzichten hoopt Banawiratma, dat de islamitische gemeenschap Jezus 

gemakkelijker begrijpt, op soortgelijke wijze als de christenen dat zelf doen. 

 

De laatste jaren komen binnen de islam enkele theologen naar vorendie Jezus een 

hoge en zeer eervolle positie geven. Voorbeelden zijn Syafaatun Almirzanah, van de 

Universitas Islam Negeri Sunan Kalijaga in Yogyakarta, en Zuhairi Misrawi, een 

theoloog van de Nahdlatul Ulama. Zij vertegenwoordigen islamitische theologen die 

aantonen, dat het respect voor Jezus, zoals dat in de Qur’an aanwezig is, kan 

geschieden zonder de positie van de christelijke theologie te kleineren of afte keuren. 

Voor Almirzanah berust de opvatting van de christelijke theologie aangaande de 

Triniteit niet op een foute exegese van de leer van Jezus door de christenen. De 

Triniteit is de christelijke manier om God te begrijpen voorbij het menselijke denken. 

Het uitdrukken van theologische opvattingen over Jezus door de christenen vormt 

daarvan een onderdeel. 

 

Deze studie wil in het bijzonder het theologische denken over Jezus als kurban 

benadrukken. In de Indonesische taal zijn er twee opvattingen over kurban. Allereerst 

is kurban  iets dat opzettelijk wordt geofferd voor een bepaald doel. Meestal wijst het 

op een voorwerp of dier, dat geofferd wordt als onderdeel van een religieus ritueel. 

Een rund bijvoorbeeldkan een kurban worden bij de viering van Idul Fitri. Het woord 

kurban verwijst dan naar een runddat geslacht wordt bij een bepaald ritueel. 

Daarnaast wijst kurban ook op een mens (of een dier), die getroffen wordt door 

eenongeluk of die slachtoffer (victim) wordt van een bepaalde handeling of 
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gebeurtenis. Deze tweede betekenis wordt in de Indonesische taal meestal geschreven 

als korban. Bijvoorbeeld iemand is korban van een verkeersongeluk. Deze studie 

gebruikt de eerste opvatting. 

 

De islamitische en christelijke theologie kennen beide het begrip kurban. In de 

Qur’an betekent kurban ‘sacrifice’, offer. Een beroemd verhaal in de Qur’an gaat 

over het offer van Ismael. Ibrahim, de vader van Ismael, is gevraagd om zijn zoon 

voor de Heer te offeren door hem tedoden. Uiteindelijk gaat die handeling echter niet 

door. Om deze gebeurtenis te gedenkenviert de islamitische gemeenschap de feestdag 

Idul Kurban. Kurban is een van de grote feesten van de islamitische gemeenschap. 

Op die dag slacht men verschillende dieren, zoals geiten of runderen, als kurban. Ze 

worden voor Allah geofferd door het vlees te verdelen onder de armen. In Indonesië 

is de viering van Idul Kurban niet alleen een religious ritueel, maar ook een sociale 

viering. Dat wil zeggen, niet alleen degene, die het offer geeft en de moslimarmen 

zijn erbij betrokken, maar dikwijls ook de niet-islamitische leden van de 

gemeenschap. Ook zij krijgen hun deel van het vlees als uiting van solidariteit. De 

delen van het vlees worden gegeten in een feestmaal, waar alle betrokkenen toe 

worden uitgenodigd. Maar de moslimgemeenschap offert de kurban niet om 

verzoening van zonden te verkrijgen. Verzoening is het resultaat van de vroomheid 

van een mens. Het slachten van een kurban is een vorm van vroomheid jegens Allah. 

 

Het offer van Ismael door Ibrahim in aanmerking nemendis de kurban als sacrifice 

niet aleen gericht op dieren, maar ook op mensen. De moslimtheologie kent het 

bestaan van mensen, die ‘zich opofferen’ op de weg van Allah (shahid). Zulke 

mensen ondergaan lijden omdat ze de weg van Allah bewandelen. Dat gebeurt om het 

geloof te verdedigenof om het socialeleven van de samenleving te vernieuwen. 

Degenen, die als shahid (geloofsgetuige)sterven, varen ten hemel. Volgens Mahmoud 

Ayoub kan gezegd worden dat deze mensen de jihad volbrengen, want ze lijden 

vrijwillig tot de dood erop volgt met een bepaald doel, het doen van de wil van Allah. 

Het begrip shahid ontwikkelt zich vervolgens zodat het sterke gelijkenis vertoont met 

het begrip ‘martelaar’ in de christelijke traditie. Het wijst op heiligen die zich 

opofferen op de weg van God. Shahid en martelaar worden dan synoniemen. 

 

In Indonesië werd het begrip mati shahid,‘dood als geloofsgetuige’, vanwege de jihad 

bekend sinds de onlusten tussen de islam- en christengemeenschappen op de 

Molukken. Een deel van de islamgemeenschap bracht naar voren, dat strijden tegen 

de christenen in de Molukken een vorm vanjihad is, zodat wie sterft in de strijd ‘mati 

shahid’ is en naar de hemel gaat. Dat werd vervolgens heel populair. Echter, zo 

ontstond de connotatie van jihad en geweld. Veel mensen, met name niet-moslims, 

associeerden daarna jihad met het gebruik van geweld om anderen te bestrijden. Het 

begrip jihad joeg angst aan, ofschoon het niet alleen duidt op wie fysiek geweld 

gebruikt om Allah te verdedigen, maar ook op wie een leven leidt zonder geweld, en 

strijdt tegen begeerten  overeenkomstig de weg van Allah, die men is toegedaan. Wie 

de jihad verricht, is niet aleen degene, die de wapens opneemt en geweld gebruikt 

tegen zijn vijand, maar ook degene, die zachtmoedig is, zijn begeerten beteugelt en 

een godvruchtig leven leidt. 

 

In de islamitische thelogie kan iemand, die martelaar, mati shahid, wordt, een rol 

krijgen als mediator (intercessor) tussen Allah en de mensen. In de Qur’an wordt deze 

mediator shafa’a genoemd. Gewoonlijk duidt dat begrip op iemand die bemiddelt 
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tussen twee  mensen of twee groepen die een probleem hebben, teineinde hen te 

verzoenen. Maar shafa’a kan ook gebruikt worden voor een vrome, die als 

geloofsgetuige gestorven is, in zijn rol als bemiddelaar van de mens bij Allah. Een 

profeet kan ook intercessor worden. Sura  12:97-98 in de Qur’an vertelt over Yusuf 

(Jozef) die intercessor wordt voor zijn nageslacht ten behoeve van de vergeving van 

hun zonden. In de islamitische traditie treedtook de profeet Mohammed op als 

bemiddelaar, evenals mensen die als heiligen gelden. In Indonesië gelooft de 

Nahdlatul Ulama, een van de grootste moslimorganisatties van het land, dat reeds 

gestorven heiligen bemiddelaars tussen mens en Allah kunnen worden, in het 

bijzonder om zegen van Allah te vragen. Daartoe trekken volgelingen van Nahdlatul 

Ulama op bepaalde dagen naar het graf van heiligen om hen daar te aanbidden. 

 

Wat de dood van Jezus betreft, zijn vrijwel alle moslimtheologen het er over eens, dat 

hij niet aan het kruis stierf. Het verzet van de islam tegen Jezus is allereerst gebaseerd 

op de theologische opvatting, dat een gezant van Allah onmogelijk een wrede dood 

kan sterven zoals in het heilige boek van de christenen vermeld. Allah zal absoluut 

elk van zijn gezanten helpen en redden. Daarom is volgens de Qur’an niet Jezus 

gekruisigd, maar een ander die op hem leek. Dat was een maatregel van Allah om 

Jezus te helpen en te redden; zo werd Jezus niet beschaamd tegenover de Joden. Dat 

de gekruisigde iemand is, die lijkt  op Jezus, vinden we in Sura 4:157, waar staat: ‘en 

wegens hun zeggen: “Wij hebben de masieh ‘Isa, de zoon van Marjam, Gods gezant 

gedood.” – Zij hebben hem niet gedood en zij hebben hem niet gekruisigd, maar het 

werd hun gesuggereerd. Zij die het daarmee oneens zijn, verkeren erover in twijfel. 

Zij hebben er behalve het afgaan op vermoedens geen kennis van; zij hebben hem 

vast en zeker niet gedood.’ (vertaling Fred Leemhuis). 

 

Toch ontkent de Qur’an niet het feit, dat Jezus als gezant van God lijden moest 

ervaren. Dat de Joden Jezus gevangennamen en wilden doden, bewijst, dat Jezus 

moest lijden. Op grond daarvan is een minderheid van moslimtheologen ervan 

overtuigd, dat Jezus feitelijk werd gekruisigd, stierf en door God ten hemel gedragen 

werd. In een Soefi traditie bestaat de opvatting, dat de ervaring van het lijden een 

mystieke ervaring van Jezus is geweest. Juist door zijn lijden bereikte Jezus de top 

van zijn mystieke ervaring als Godsgezant. 

 

De christenheid belijdt Jezus als gezant Gods die lijdt omdat hij zich opofferde 

teneinde trouw aan Gods weg te blijven en de wil Gods te doen. In de Bijbel is de 

traditie van kurban al verworteld in de tijd van het Oude Testament. Een offer 

aanbieden was geen nieuwe zaak voor Israël en de semitische samenleving van die 

tijd. In het Oude Testament kent Israël verschillende offerrituelen. Een brandoffer 

(Hebreeuws: ‘olāh), een spijsoffer (Hebreeuws: minhāh), een vrede-offer 

(Hebreeuws: zebah šyelāmîm), een zonde-offer (Hebreeuws: hațțā’ț) en tenslotte een 

schuldoffer (Hebreeuws: ‘āšām).  

 

Deze studie ontvouwt als basisconcept, dat het leven van Jezus vanaf zijn 

aanwezigheid in de wereld lijden betekent. Jezus offert zichzelf niet alleen op het 

moment van de kruisiging op Golgota, maar vanaf het moment, dat zij zich 

‘ontledigde’ door de gestalte van een slaaf aan te nemen en gelijk aan een mens te 

worden (Filippenzen 2:6-7). Voor Paulus blijft Jezus als het Woord Gods niet bij God 

wonen in diens heerlijkheid. In de Qur’an wordt Jezus (Isa) ook opgevat als Kalam 

Allah (Woord van God); dat wil zeggen, hij bekleedt een bijzondere plaats bij Allah. 
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De islam gelooft, dat Kalam Allah aanwezig is in de vorm van de Qur’an. Hier ligt 

een verschilpunt met het christendom, dat gelooft, dat het Woord van God vervolgens 

mens werd met alle daardoor te dragen risico’s. Paulus ziet de ontlediging van Jezus 

als een vorm van zich vernederen.  Dus vanaf zijn presentie op aarde, vernedert Jezus 

zich. Dat is een soort lijden, dat door Jezus gedragen moet worden. Daarnaast wijst 

ook de doop van Jezus door Johannes de Doper er op, dat Jezus zich moet 

vernederen. Het is een doop van bekering en Jezus ondergaat die doop. Dat bewijst, 

dat Jezus zich vernedert net als andere mensen, die deze bekering voor Gods 

aangezicht nodig hebben. 

 

In het evangelie ervaart Jezus deze zelfopoffering als ‘losgeld voor velen’ (Marcus 

10:45, Matteüs 20:28). Dit woord van Jezus wijst op invloed van de offertraditie in 

het Oude Testament. Jezus plaatst zich in de context van die offers. ‘Losgeld voor 

velen’ is een vorm van opoffering. Hier komt het beeld van de lijdende knecht des 

Heren uit Jesaja 53:10-13 sterk naar voren. Jezus ervaart zijn offer dus in het kader 

van zijn opvatting de lijdende knecht des Heren te zijn. Het is van belang op te 

merken, dat hij dit lijden vrijwillig op zich neemt als onderdeel van die opvatting. 

Juist vanwege het vrijwillige krakter ervan krijgt dit offer een grote waarde. 

 

Niettemin rijst de vraagof Jezus zichzelf offerde in de context van een offercultus. 

Het antwoord op die vraag is dubbel. Aan de ene kant komt het offer in de context 

van verzoening van zonden als offercultus sterk naar voren in de Bijbel, bijvoorbeeld 

in de Brief aan de Hebreeën. Hebreeën beschouwt Jezus als een priester, die zichzelf 

opoffert om zonden te verzoenen. Anderzijds komt in de evangeliën sterk tot uiting, 

dat het offer van Jezus solidariteit, gerechtigheid en sociale rechtvaardigheid in het 

Rijk van God representeert. Jezus’ leven is bedoeld om de wil van God uit te voeren, 

en om een teken van het Rijk van God te zijn, dat wil zeggen van liefde, 

gerechtigheid, waarheid en vrede. Dan kan Jezus’ offer niet los gezien worden van 

zijn visie op het Rijk van God. 

 

In die visie werkt God voortdurend aan de vernieuwing van de schepping. Dat wordt 

genoemd ‘voortgaande schepping’, creatio continua. De christenheid belijdt, dat 

vertrouwen op Jezus betekent: hem volgen in zijn dood en opstanding. Zo worden de 

christenen mede opgewekt om het werk van Christus voort te zetten en waarheid, 

gerechtigheid, liefde en vrede tot stand te brengen. Door Christus’ werk spelen 

christenen een rol in de voortgaande schepping, als medewerkers van God.  

 

Christenen vieren de zelfopoffering van Jezus in de maaltijd des Heren (avondmaal). 

Daarin breekt de gemeente brood en drinkt ze wijn als gedachtenis aan het offer van 

Christus. Omdat het in het avondmaal gaat om het vieren van Jezus’ offer, heeft deze 

avondmaals viering ook een ethische betekenis.  Het begrijpen van de betekenis van 

dit offer vindt niet alleen plaats tijdens de viering van het avondmaal, maar ook in het 

dagelijkse leven. Het verstaan van de ethische betekenis van het avondmaal is niet 

alleen  een sociaal streven, maar ook een streven, dat de deur van de dialoog met 

andere religies kan openen, in Indonesië vooral met de islam. De geest van 

verzoening, die in het offer van Jezus zichtbaar is, wordt ook zichtbaar in het 

avondmaal; en dat is wat Indonesië nodig heeft. 

 

Door Jezus present te stellen als kurban, die de jihad verricht door te wandelen in de 

wegen van God, kan de moslimgemeenschap hopelijk een beeld van Jezus krijgen dat 
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vriendelijker is en meer open. Een beeld dat niet uitsluitend is en armen bevrijdt; niet 

een beeld, dat hoogverheven is en steeds de wens koestert om anderen te verslaan. 

Deze presentatie van Jezus als kurban heeft verschillende implicaties. 

 

Allereerst, kurban kan leiden tot een theologisch denken over het zich opofferen ten 

behoeve van velen. In Indonesië is het principe van zelfopoffering ten behoeve van 

velen bijna verdwenen door het overheersende individualisme en de wens zichzelf te 

redden. Wat plaats vindt, is het opofferen van anderen ten behoeve van het 

eigenbelang. 

Ten tweede, het offer (kurban), dat door Jezus werd gebracht,  beeldt een ver gaande 

vorm van solidariteit met anderen uit. Jezus leed en stierf aan het kruis, niet voor 

zichzelf, maar als gevolg van het opkomen voor anderen. 

Ten derde, het offer (kurban) dat door Jezus werd gebracht, verschaft een volmaakt 

beeld van de betekenis van vergeving en verzoening. Jezus eiste geen vergelding en 

gaf zijn leerlingen ook geen opdracht om hem te redden. Hij vergaf integendeel 

hendie hem kruisigden. Die handelwijze vormt een volmaakt voorbeeld  van 

vergeving. Meer dan dat, de missie van Jezus om het Godsrijk te verkondigen leidde 

ertoe, dat hij in de situatie die hem trof, een weg van verzoening insloeg, niet een van 

geweld. 

Ten vierde, het offer (kurban) dat Jezus bracht, verschaft een ideehoe iemand die 

zichzelf opoffert een bemiddelaar kan worden. Het christelijk geloof ziet Jezus als 

bemiddelaar tussen God en mens en in het verlengde daarvan ook als een 

bemiddelaar die ons leert hoe een mens in vrede relaties kan opbouwen met de ander. 
 

 

 

 

 

  



203 

 

Short Biography of Wahju Satria Wibowo 

 

 

Wahju Satria Wibowo was born in Karawang, West Java on March, 27, 1972 as the 

last child of fourth children in the family of late Slamet Prawoto. In 1991 he enrolled 

at the Faculty of Theology, Duta Wacana Christian University-Yogyakarta. In 1996 

he got his Bachelor of Theology degree. Two years after bachelor graduation, in 

January 1998 he had been ordained as Pasundan Christian Church minister in Bekasi, 

West Java, and in August 1998 he married to Jurike Mamesah, the first daughter of 

Jan Mamesah, S.H.  

 

In May 2003 he got his Master of Philosophy degree from Driyarkara High School of 

Philosophy with the qualification cum laude. He submitted the thesis on the title of 

“Hubungan Antara Manusia dengan Allah Menurut Martin Buber” (The Relation 

between Man and God according to Martin Buber). In the middle of 2003 he moved 

to Yogyakarta because the Faculty of Theology Duta Wacana Christian University 

asked him to teach in the faculty, majored in philosophy. In 2004-2007 he became the 

vice dean of student and alumni affair, and  in 2011-2015 he became the vice dean of 

academic affair and the head of undergraduate program.  

 

In the middle of 2007 he enrolled in the Master Research Program of the Faculty of 

Theology Vrije Universiteit, Amsterdam. He got the degree of Master Art in 

Reformed Theology in 2008. The thesis was entitled “Jesus in the Context of Islam in 

Indonesia”. In order to obtain his doctoral degree, he continued his research and 

completed his dissertation at the end of 2014. 

 

As a minister of Pasundan Christian Chuch, he has several activities as well. He 

served as Secretary of Hospital Board of Pasundan Christian Church in 2003-2007, 

and as a member of the theological commission of the Synod of Pasundan Christian 

Church in 2012-2017. 
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