Reading

The Conversion of Melaka

The Conversion of Melaka (excerpt from Russell Jones, “Ten Conversion Myths from Indonesia,” in Nehemenia Levtzion, ed. Conversion to Islam (New York: Holmes and Meier, 1979), pp. 136-37. Reprinted by permission of the publisher.


In the early fifteenth century Melaka, on the Malay Peninsula further down the Straits of Malacca, emerged as a prominent commercial center which provided a hub for trade throughout Southeast Asia. The conversion of the Melaka ruler to Islam in about 1436 CE is therefore an important development. The following excerpt is from the Malay text known as the Sejarah Melayu, which was probably compiled in the sixteenth century.

One night the king, Raja Tengah, had a dream. He dreamt that he saw clearly our Prophet Muhammad (God’s Chosen, may God bless him and give him peace): and the Apostle of God said to Raja Tengah, ‘Say “I testify that there is no god but God and that Muhammad is the Apostle of God.”’ And Raja Tengah repeated word for word what the Apostle of God had told him: whereupon the Apostle of God said to him, ‘Your name is Muhammad. Tomorrow, when it is the time for the afternoon prayer, there will come hither a ship from Jeddah; and from that ship a man will land on this shore of Melaka. See to it that you do whatsoever   he tells you.’ And Raja Tengah answered ‘Very well,’ whereupon the Prophet of God disappeared from his sight. 
Then day broke and Raja Tengah awoke from sleep; and he saw that he had been circumcised. And he kept continually repeating, ‘I testify that there is no god but God and that Muhammad is the Apostle of God,’ to the astonishment of all the women-attendants of the palace. And the king’s ministers said, ‘Is this Raja of ours possessed by the devil or is he mad? We had better inform the Bendahara [the Prime Minister] straightaway,’ So the   women-attendants went and informed the Bendahara, And the Bendahara came; and he went into the royal apartments where he found the Raja still repeating continually, ‘I testify that there is no god but God and that Muhammad is the Apostle of God.’ And the Bendahara said, ‘What language is this that you are talking, Sire?’ And the Raja answered, ‘Last night I had a dream and in that dream I clearly saw the Lord Prophet’; and he told the Bendahara all that he had dreamt. And the Bendahara said, ‘If your dream was true, Sire, what is there to prove it?’ And the Raja answered, ‘The fact that I am circumcised. That proves the truth of my dream about the Apostle of God. And the Apostle of God said to me, “This afternoon, at the time of the ‘asar prayers [afternoon], a ship will arrive from Jeddah and from that ship a man will land and say prayers on this Melaka shore. Do as he bids you!” Then said the Bendahara, ‘If a ship does arrive at the time of the ‘asar prayers, then your dream will be true, Sire. If no ship comes, then of a surety it is the devil plaguing you!’ And the Raja said, ‘I agree.’ The Bendahara then returned to his house. 
And when it was the hour of ‘asar, a ship arrived from Jeddah and proceeded to anchor. And from this ship a makhdum [Islamic teacher] disembarked, Sayid Abdul Aziz by name, and then prayed on the shore. And all who saw him were astonished at his behavior and said,

‘What means this bobbing up and down?’ And there was a general scramble to see him, the people crowding together so thickly that there was not a space between one man and another and there was such a disturbance that the noise of it came to the ears of Raja Tengah inside the royal apartments of the palace. And straightaway the Raja set forth on his elephant escorted by his chiefs and he perceived that the makhdum’s behavior in saying his prayers was exactly as in his dream. And he said to the Bendahara and the chiefs, ‘That is exactly how it happened in my dream!’ 
And when makhdum Sayid Abdul Aziz had finished his prayers, the Raja made his elephant kneel and he mounted the makhdum on the elephant and took him to the palace. And the Bendahara and the chiefs embraced Islam; and every citizen of Melaka, whether of high or low degree, was commanded by the Raja to do likewise. As for the Raja himself, he received instruction in the Faith from makhdum Sayid Abdul Aziz, and he took the title of Sultan Muhammad Shah.
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