Reading

“The Pilgrimage to Tembayat”
Pilgrimage to a holy place in Indonesia is called ziarah. Basically, sites for ziarah on Java are the graves of Muslim saints or Muslim kings and nobles. For example, the graves of the wali sanga, the founders of Islam on Java, draw visitors from all over the archipelago, while many graves of Muslim leaders, mystics or initiators of pesantren (Islamic boarding schools), the kiyai, are of local importance. Pilgrimages are also made to sites situated in impressive natural landscapes such as mountaintops and caverns often considered to be holy places, loci of spiritual and magical forces. Popular belief holds that a grave on top of a mountain considerably adds to the atmosphere of holiness. Thus, several graves of Muslim saints are situated on tops of mountains. The Javanese

people—Muslims, Christians, and Buddhists—like to spend the night in such places while holding vigils of fasting and meditation, or to give a selamatan, a meal of blessing…

Recently, large mosques and Muslim centers began to organize pilgrimages to the Muslim holy places in order to Islamize what is syncretistic and “nationalize” what used to be local. Hence, one runs into tour buses with pilgrims from Sumatra who in less than one week cover an average of twenty pilgrimage sites in Java. Invariably, the imam of the mosque or another Muslim authority will guide the pilgrims in reciting texts of the Qur’an, and in performing the rituals at the grave. While moving from grave to grave, the pilgrims eat in the bus, sleep on the graves and use the taps as their sanitary equipment for the ritual washing…

Tembayat: Situated in Central Java, Tembayat is a one-hour drive east of Yogyakarta. Legends about [Sunan Bayat, the saint venerated at Tembayat, Ed.] inform us that he started his career as the rich governor of the city of Semarang. He is thought to have died in 1512 CE, a period in Javanese history coinciding with the replacement of the Hindu-Buddhist empire of Majapahit with the Muslim kingdom of Mataram. Furthermore, this time of important political change witnessed an intensive process of Islamic missionary activity aimed at converting the Javanese to Islam. At that time, Sunan Bayat’s name was Adipati Pandan Arang. After being called to embrace Islam repeatedly, the Adipati left his riches and power behind and devoted himself to prayer, meditation and the preaching of Islam… Already during his lifetime Sunan Bayat became a famous religious teacher who regularly performed miracles. He gathered

a great following of students around him, who immediately after his death built him a grand tomb, after which Sunan Bayat’s fame grew even more…

Whoever Sunan Bayat really was, and whoever is buried in the grave that bears his name, for the Javanese believers, Tembayat is not just an ordinary place of pilgrimage. Tembayat is regularly mentioned in old Javanese manuscripts, and mythical tales that surround

the place. The gist of those tales is that Sunan Bayat converted the inhabitants of Central Java to Islam, thus he is considered to be the tenth wali, or one of the saints who brought Islam to Java…
The contemporary pilgrimage to Tembayat: Nowadays, there is a wide paved road going up to Tembayat, built at the end of the 1970s. Most present-ay pilgrims arrive by tour buses, cars or motorbikes. The parking lot holds everything they need for a successful pilgrimage: toilets and wash basins for the ritual

washing in case the pilgrim wishes to perform the Islamic prayers during the visit, and endless rows of stalls where mostly women sell flowers and frankincense. The colorful arrangements of flowers consist of white and red roses, jasmine, and a flower that has not opened yet called “kand”… These flowers, brought as a gift to the

Sunan, are considered to be a source of blessing. The pilgrims believe that their fragrance will help to “carry the petitions to God” and thus facilitate the process of asking for something…
In order to reach the grave, the pilgrim has to climb the winding stairs that go up the mountain. To enter the burial complex, one must buy a ticket at a booth that is situated at the foot of the stairs. The first building the pilgrim finds is an Islamic prayer house, a musbolla. The prayer house was built in 1990 as a result of reformist Islamic influences and serves the pilgrims who, concurring with reformist Islamic beliefs, say that it is forbidden to pray in the neighborhood of a grave. Praying there allows the pilgrim to avoid the grave sin of skirk, honoring other gods than the One and True God.

Halfway up the stairs, the pilgrim takes of her or his shoes and climbs to the top barefoot. Taking off one’s shoes is an act of politeness in regular Javanese houses, and when entering a mosque or other holy space, the worshipper takes off his or her shoes as a sign of reverence for the holiness of the place. The stairs leading up to the grave are lined with little booths that sell snacks,

drinks and souvenirs such as water jars and plates with Qur’an texts. Most of them were opened during the early 1990s. Right behind the booths are the old and new graves where the villagers and several members from Sunan Bayat’s family are buried…
Performing a successful pilgrimage: Visiting the mausoleum and touching the tomb are the highlights of the pilgrims’ trip. Carefully planning the day and time of entering the tomb is important to ensure the success of the pilgrimage. Most people try to enter the grave

around midnight, because it seems impolite to rush. Lingering around for half a night, however, is seen to be more proper pilgrimage behavior…

Excerpts from Nelly van Doorn-Harder and Kees de Jong “The Pilgrimage to Tembayat: Tradition and Revival in Indonesian Islam,” in The Muslim World. 91, Issue 3/4 (Fall 2001): pp. 325-354 passim. Reprinted by permission of the publisher.
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