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Abstract: This study critically examines the role of Tarckar (Sufi orders) in fostering religious
moderation within the socio-cultural plurality of North Sumatera. Employing a qualitative ap-
proach grounded in in-depth interviews, the research explores how spiritual teachings and em-
bodied practices of the Tarekat shape moral dispositions that encourage tolerance, social harmony,
and inclusive coexistence. Unlike previous sociological studies on Tarekat that primarily empha-
size their social and cultural functions, this article examines Tarekat as a process of moral for-
mation that generates communal virtues supportive of religious moderation. The findings demon-
strate that core spiritual principles such as self-purification (tazkiyat al-nafs), disciplined self-
control, and sustained attentiveness to God function as ethical resources that mitigate tendencies
toward religious extremism among adhberents. Beyond individual moral formation, tarekat com-
munities actively engage in interreligious dialogue, mediate religious tensions, and promote in-
clusive participation in broader social life. From the perspective of moral theology, these practices
illustrate how spiritually grounded ethical formation can contribute to the cultivation of commu-
nal virtues necessary for pluralistic societies. The study argues thar Tarekat not only serve as loci
of spiritual devotion but also operate as morally significant agents of religious moderation, offering
a constructive model for sustaining social harmony in contexts marked by religious and cultural

diversity.
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Abstrak: Penelitian ini mengkaji secara kritis peran tarekat dalam membangun moderasi be-
ragama di tengah pluralitas sosial dan budaya di Sumatera Utara. Dengan menggunakan pen-
dekatan kualitatif yang didasarkan pada wawancara mendalam, penelitian ini mengeksplorasi
bagaimana ajaran spiritual dan praktik-praktik tarekat yang dijalankan secara nyata memben-
tuk disposisi moral yang mendorong toleransi, harmoni sosial, dan koeksistensi yang inklusif.
Berbeda dengan  penelitian-penelitian sosiologis sebelumnya mengenai tarekat yang lebih
menekankan fungsi sosial dan budayanya, artikel ini memandang tarekat sebagai suatu proses
pembentukan moral yang menghasilkan kebajikan-kebajikan komunal yang mendukung mod-
erasi beragama. Hasil penelitian menunjukkan bahwa prinsip-prinsip spiritual utama seperti
penyucian jiwa (tazkiyar al-nafs), pengendalian diri yang disiplin, dan kesadaran yang
berkesinambungan terhadap kebadiran Tuban berfungsi sebagai sumber daya etis yang mampu
mereduksi kecenderungan ekstremisme keagamaan di kalangan pengikutnya. Selain membentuk
moralitas individu, komunitas tarekat juga secara aktif terlibat dalam dialog antarumat be-
ragama, memediasi ketegangan keagamaan, serta mendorong partisipasi inklusif dalam ke-
hidupan sosial yang lebih luas. Dari perspektif teologi moral, praktik-praktik tersebut menun-
Jukkan babhwa pembentukan etika yang berakar pada spiritualitas dapar berkontribusi pada
pengembangan kebajikan-kebajikan komunal yang diperlukan dalam masyarakat pluralistik.
Penelitian ini berargumen bahwa tarekat tidak hanya berfungsi sebagai ruang pengabdian spir-
itual, tetapi juga sebagai agen moral yang signifikan dalam memperkuat moderasi beragama,
serta menawarkan model konstruktif untuk menjaga harmoni sosial dalam konteks masyarakat
yang ditandai oleh keberagaman agama dan budaya.

Kata Kunci: Moderasi Beragama; Tarekat; Pembentukan Etis (atau Formasi Etika); Keba-
jikan Komuna; Sumatera Utara

Introduction

Existing scholarship on Tarekat in Indonesia may be grouped into three major
strands. The first examines Tarekat as a historical and socio-cultural phenomenon,
focusing on the development of Sufi orders, the transmission of spiritual authority,
ritual practices, religious leadership networks, and the adaptation of Tarekat tradi-
tions within changing social and political contexts." The second strand discusses the
relationship between Tarekat and religious moderation, particularly its role in pro-
moting peaceful coexistence, countering radicalism, strengthening social cohesion,
and encouraging tolerant attitudes among Muslim communities.” However, most of
these studies remain descriptive and sociological, emphasizing observable social out-
comes rather than examining the internal moral processes through which modera-
tion is formed.> The third strand comes from moral theology and virtue ethics,
which argues that ethical life is shaped through moral formation, habituation, disci-
pline, and the cultivation of virtues rather than through abstract norms alone.*

DOI: 10.15408/refleksi.v25.i1.51711 Refflelksf, Vol 25, No 1 (2026)



Tarekat as Moral Formation: Reframing Religious Moderation through Moral Theology in North Sumatra | 285

Despite these contributions, a significant gap remains. Existing studies have
largely treated Tarekat either as a historical-cultural institution or as a sociological
factor associated with moderation, while moral theology has rarely been applied to
empirical cases of Sufi communities. Consequently, little attention has been given
to how Tarekat functions as a process of moral formation that cultivates virtues ca-
pable of sustaining religious moderation in everyday life. In particular, the formative
role of spiritual disciplines such as tazkiyat al-nafs, ritual habituation, dbikr, suluk,
and guidance under a Mursyid in shaping humility, patience, self-restraint, and
openness toward religious difference remains underexplored.

North Sumatera provides a compelling context for addressing this gap. The prov-
ince is marked by ethnic, religious, and cultural diversity, alongside a strong presence
of Tarekat traditions, especially those associated with the Nagshbandiyah lineage. In
this setting, Tarekat communities function not only as centers of spiritual devotion
but also as moral institutions that shape social interaction, conflict mediation, and
interreligious engagement. Yet their contribution to religious moderation has rarely
been examined through the lens of moral theology and virtue formation.

This study therefore investigates how Tarekat communities in North Sumatera
cultivate moral dispositions that support religious moderation and social harmony.
Drawing on qualitative data obtained through in-depth interviews across several Ta-
rekat communities, the research explores how spiritual teachings, ritual practices,
and forms of formative authority shape ethical sensibilities related to tolerance, non-
violence, and inclusivity. Unlike previous studies that primarily analyze Tarekat as a
historical, cultural, or sociological phenomenon, this article advances a moral-theo-
logical perspective by conceptualizing Tarekat as a process of moral formation that
generates communal virtues supportive of religious moderation.

Within moral theology, religious moderation is best understood not merely as a
regulatory or political strategy, but as a question of moral formation. Public dis-
course often frames moderation as an instrument for managing diversity, preventing
conflict, or maintaining stability. While these aims are important, moral theology
emphasizes the deeper issue of how persons and communities are formed to live with
restraint, responsibility, and respect for the dignity of others. Moderation, in this
sense, does not mean ideological neutrality or shallow compromise, but a pattern of
moral agency in which religious conviction is practiced without domination, exclu-
sion, or violence. Moral agency emerges within traditions that shape what people
love, fear, hope for, and prioritize, while training desires, emotional responses, and
moral perception over time.’

This formation-oriented account also reframes the problem of extremism. Studies
of radicalization often emphasize ideology, networks, and political grievances, but
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moral theology adds another layer by asking how failures of moral formation pro-
duce extremist dispositions.® Extremism is often marked by rigid certainty, moral
absolutism, and the inability to perceive the other as morally significant. Modera-
tion, by contrast, requires virtues that keep judgment open to complexity, restrain
the impulse toward retaliation, and preserve commitment to the common good. The
language of social friendship and fraternity articulated by Pope Francis offers a help-
ful moral horizon here: peaceful coexistence requires habits of encounter, patience,
solidarity, self-restraint, and recognition of the dignity of others. Religious modera-
tion thus becomes a form of practical wisdom exercised in plural contexts.

A virtue-oriented approach provides a rigorous lens for understanding modera-
tion as a moral reality rather than merely a political posture. Virtues are not isolated
personal traits, but stable dispositions cultivated through participation in practices,
narratives, and communal forms of guidance.” Virtue formation is inseparable from
discipline, understood not as coercion, but as structured guidance that habituates
moral attention and refines moral perception.® Recent scholarship in moral for-
mation and religious education shows that ethical consistency is rarely produced by
instruction alone; rather, it is cultivated through repeated practices that train atten-
tion, regulate emotion, and make moral deliberation less reactive.” In plural settings,
this habituation is decisive because moderation becomes possible when moral per-
ception is trained to engage difference without immediately converting it into fear,
offense, or hostility.

The communal dimension of ethics extends virtue formation beyond the indi-
vidual level. Moral theology insists that ethical life is fundamentally social. Virtues
acquire public meaning when they shape patterns of interaction, conflict resolution,
and shared responsibility. Religious communities function as moral institutions in-
sofar as they transmit ethical norms, embody virtuous practices, and sustain forms
of moral accountability that influence collective life for interpreting religious mod-
eration as something more than a private achievement.'” Moderation therefore be-
comes socially effective when communities create environments that support and
reinforce restraint, humility, respect for difference, and nonviolence. It is sustained
not by individual goodwill alone, but by communal structures of formation that
shape what responses are considered faithful, admirable, dangerous, or distorted."

Within Islamic contexts, Sufi traditions organized through Tarekat offer a dis-
tinctive model of ethical pedagogy that integrates spiritual discipline with moral for-
mation.'? Sufism is sometimes treated as primarily mystical or inward, but it is also
a structured moral tradition oriented toward the transformation of character. Con-
cepts such as tazkiyat al-nafs, riyadah, and mujahadah reflect a moral vision that
understands ethical life as a gradual process of purification, training, and struggle.
Tarekat practices such as dbikr, suluk, and mentorship under a Mursyid function as
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mechanisms of ethical habituation."® DAikr disciplines attention and regulates emo-
tional volatility; suluk provides a space for self-examination and reshaping desire;
while guidance under a Mursyid embeds moral life within accountability and exam-
ple.

Importantly, Tarekat ethical pedagogy is communal rather than individualistic.
Moral formation occurs within relational networks characterized by trust, shared
ritual life, and communal accountability. The authority of the Mursyid may func-
tion not as authoritarian control, but as formative guidance that stabilizes moral
judgment and locates religious zeal within humility and restraint. At the same time,
moral theology remains attentive to potential risks, including dependency on char-
ismatic authority and communal exclusivism when boundaries harden. This means
that Tarekat should not be assumed to be uniformly moderate; rather, its moderat-
ing potential depends on whether religious intensity is channeled through ethical
formation rather than confrontational identity politics.

The moral-theological significance of Tarekat lies in its capacity to translate spir-
itual discipline into communal virtue with public consequences. By cultivating self-
restraint, emotional regulation, and ethical attentiveness, Tarekat practices can form
modes of religious agency compatible with pluralism and civic coexistence.” This
perspective challenges the assumption that intensive religiosity necessarily leads to
extremism. Instead, it suggests that deep spiritual discipline may sustain moderation
when mediated through ethical discipline and communal accountability. By reading
Tarekat as ethical pedagogy, this study highlights how religious traditions can sup-
port social harmony by forming agents capable of living faithfully without succumb-
ing to exclusionary or violent moral imaginaries.'® In doing so, the article bridges
the literature on Tarekat, religious moderation, and moral theology, offering a
framework for understanding how spiritual traditions contribute to social harmony
in pluralistic societies.

Method

This study adopts a qualitative research design based on in-depth interviews to
examine the moral-theological significance of Tarekat practices in fostering religious
moderation.'” A qualitative approach is appropriate because the ethical dispositions
under consideration such as self-restraint, humility, patience, and openness to dif-
ference are in lived experience, spiritual practice, and relational forms of authority
that cannot be meaningfully reduced to numerical indicators. Rather than measuring
prevalence or causal impact, the study attends to how moral meanings are articu-
lated, interpreted, and sustained within concrete religious’ communities.
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Consistent with contemporary approaches in moral theology, empirical data are
treated as sources of theological reflection rather than instruments for statistical gen-
eralization. Interview narratives function as expressions of moral reasoning, spiritual
self-understanding, and ethical aspiration shaped by Tarekat traditions, not as rep-
resentative samples or predictive evidence. This interpretive—normative posture rec-
ognizes that moral formation is most adequately accessed through reflective engage-
ment with lived practice, where ethical dispositions emerge through language, ritual,
and communal interaction. Accordingly, the study does not aim to establish univer-
sal claims or quantify the effectiveness of religious moderation, but to illuminate
how specific spiritual disciplines plausibly cultivate moral dispositions that support
moderation and social harmony within plural social contexts.

To make this methodological orientation explicit, the accompanying tables syn-
thesize the research design, field context, and analytical framework. Rather than serv-
ing as instruments of statistical reporting, they clarify the epistemological commit-
ments guiding the study and the integration of empirical inquiry with moral theo-
logical interpretation. Table 1 summarizes the overall research design and epistemo-
logical orientation, emphasizing the treatment of interview data as sources of theo-
logical reflection rather than as evidence for statistical generalization.

The fieldwork was conducted between January and April 2025 over a period of
four months. A total of 18 informants participated in this study, selected through
purposive sampling based on their active involvement in Tarekat communities and
their relevance to the research objectives. The participants consisted of 3 Mursyid, 4
Khalifah, 8 regular Tarekat members (jamaah), and 3 local religious leaders who
were familiar with the role of Tarekat in community life. Semi-structured interviews
were conducted to explore participants’ experiences, perceptions, and reflections re-
garding spiritual practices and religious moderation. To enhance the credibility and
trustworthiness of the findings, data validation was carried out through source tri-
angulation by comparing information across different categories of participants,
member checking by confirming key interpretations with selected informants, and
peer debriefing with fellow researchers knowledgeable in Islamic studies and quali-
tative research methods. These procedures helped ensure that the interpretations ac-
curately reflected participants’ perspectives while minimizing researcher bias.

Table 1. Methodological Overview of the Study
Component Description Moral-Theological Relevance

Enables exploration of lived moral experience and
Research  De-  Qualitative research using ) P i P
. ) . . ethical self-understanding rather than measure-
sign in-depth interviews .
ment of behavioral frequency
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, . Treats empirical data as reflective material for
Epistemological . . o . .

. . Interpretive—normative moral-theological interpretation, not as statisti-
Orientation . .
cally generalizable evidence

. Interview narratives function as expressions of

. Source of theological re- . . . ..

Data Function flecti moral reasoning, virtue formation, and spiritual
ection

interpretation

Methodological Understanding moral for- Focuses on how Tarekat practices shape ethical
Aim mation dispositions relevant to religious moderation

Analytical Fo- Moral dispositions and Examines virtues such as self-restraint, humility,
cus communal practices patience, and openness to difference

Fieldwork was conducted in several locations across North Sumatera Langkat,
Medan, Tanjung Morawa, Simalungun, and Padang Sidempuan selected for their
sociocultural diversity and the active presence of Tarekat communities within eve-
ryday social life. Although these sites differ in demographic composition and local
history, each provides insight into how Tarekat practices operate within contexts
marked by religious and cultural plurality. Participants included Tarekat members
and local religious figures directly involved in spiritual instruction, ritual practice,
and community engagement.'® Rather than aiming for an exhaustive sociological
mapping of Tarekat networks, the study approaches participants as morally reflective
agents whose experiences illuminate the ethical dimensions of Tarekat life."” Demo-
graphic information is therefore presented selectively, only insofar as it clarifies par-
ticipants’ roles and their relationship to Tarekat practices. Table 2 summarizes the
research sites and their relevance for examining religious moderation.

Table 2. Research Sites and Contextual Characteristics

Location Contextual Characteristics Relevance to Religious Moderation

Strong historical presence of Ta- L
. .. lustrates  long-term  moral  habituation
Langkat rekat, close-knit religious com- . .. o
.. through sustained spiritual discipline

munities

Provides insight into how Tarekat ethi -
Utban, multi-religious, socially rovides insight into how Tarekat ethics op

Medan . . erate within plural and heterogeneous set-

diverse environment .

tings
Tanjung Semi-urban area with active reli- Highlights interaction between spiritual
Morawa gious networks practice and everyday civic engagement
. Ethnically and culturally diverse Shows how Tarekat contribute to mediation

Simalungun " . . .

district and social cohesion across differences

. . . Demonstrates continuity of moral authori

Padang Regional religious center with tra- v v

hical gui hrough T 1 -
Sidempuan  ditional Islamic institutions and ethical guidance through Tarckat leader

ship
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Table 3 describes the characteristics of research participants and the nature of the
data collected, underscoring the focus on moral roles and lived ethical experience
rather than demographic representation.

Table 3. The characteristics of research participants

Aspect Description Analytical Significance
Participant Tarekat members and local Participants approached as morally reflective
Profile religious figures agents, not as representative samples

. Spiritual practitioners, in- . .
Role in Com- p p ’ Allows access to ethical reasoning embedded

structors, and community

muni . in practice and authori

v mediators P v

L . Captures moral language, ethical self-interpre-
Data Type Narrative interview data P & Janghage, | P
tation, and spiritual meaning
Sampling . Prioritizes depth of moral insight over demo-
; Purposive and contextual . .
Logic graphic representativeness
Use of De- Lo Demographic details included only to clari
. Limited and contextual grap . Y fy

mographics moral roles and practices

The analysis adopts an interpretive—normative orientation that integrates empir-
ical insights with moral-theological reflection. Interview data were analyzed themat-
ically to identify recurring patterns related to spiritual discipline, moral self-under-
standing, and social engagement, which were then interpreted through the concep-
tual lenses developed in the moral-theological framework, particularly those con-
cerning virtue formation, discipline, and communal ethics.*® The guiding analytical
question is therefore not merely descriptive what do Tarekat communities do? but
normative and theological: what forms of moral formation are generated by Tarekat
practices,”’ and how do these shape dispositions relevant to religious moderation?.

By foregrounding this question, the analysis remains attentive to both the internal
moral logic of Tarekat life and its broader ethical significance for sustaining social
harmony in plural societies. This interpretive— normative approach reflects a grow-
ing consensus in religious and ethical studies that empirical inquiry gains depth
when placed in dialogue with normative frameworks, especially where moral agency
and religious practice are closely intertwined. Accordingly, the study balances atten-
tiveness to lived experience with critical theological interpretation, allowing empiri-
cal findings to inform and be informed by ongoing discussions in moral theology.
Table 4 summarizes this analytical orientation and the guiding normative question
that shapes the interpretation of the findings.

Table 4. Analytical Orientation and Guiding Question

Analytical Dimension Description
Analytical Approach Thematic analysis integrated with moral-theological interpretation

Interpretive Lens Virtue ethics, moral formation, and communal ethics
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Normative Orientation  Evaluative and reflective, not predictive

Central Analytical What forms of moral formation are generated by Tarekat practices,
Question and how do these forms shape dispositions relevant to religious mod-
eration?

Expected Contribution  Clarifying the moral-theological significance of Tarekat as agents of
religious moderation

Tarekat as Moral Formation, Self-Purification and Moral Restraint A central fea-
ture of Tarekat life is its sustained emphasis on self-purification (zazkiyat al-nafs),
understood not as an abstract spiritual ideal detached from daily conduct, but as a
continuous moral process shaping self-perception, emotional regulation, and ethical
response in situations marked by tension or difference.?? Within the communities
studied, participants consistently described self-purification as an inner discipline
through which outward behavior is aligned with restraint, attentiveness, and moral
responsibility. From a moral-theological perspective, self-purification functions as a
formative intervention at the affective level of moral agency.

Moral failures in plural contexts often arise less from ignorance than from un-
managed emotions such as anger, fear, or resentment that narrow moral vision and
legitimize exclusionary responses.”” Through repeated spiritual exercises, this disci-
pline cultivates inner calm and moral vigilance, enabling adherents to recognize re-
active impulses and subject them to ethical discernment rather than immediate ex-
pression. Empirical accounts from North Sumatera illustrate how this formation is
enacted in everyday life, particularly in interreligious encounters, where moderation
is understood not as withdrawal or silence, but as the capacity to respond without
hostility, to listen before judging, and to restrain speech under emotional pressure.

In this sense, self-purification operates as an ethical counterweight to dynamics
often associated with religious extremism. Extremist orientations typically depend
on moral certainty reinforced by emotional intensity, where anger or fear is mistaken
for moral clarity. By contrast, Tarekat practices cultivate humility and critical self-
awareness, directing spiritual struggle inward toward the regulation of desire and ego
rather than outward toward the condemnation of others. This inward moral orien-
tation reframes ethical responsibility as beginning with the self, thereby supporting
coexistence in plural settings. Another key dimension of moral formation within
Tarekat life concerns the role of authority, particularly the guidance of the Mursyid.
Contrary to assumptions that equate religious authority with authoritarian control,
the empirical material reveals a more nuanced moral reality. Participants described
obedience not as blind submission, but as disciplined trust developed through sus-
tained relational engagement. The authority of the Mursyid derives less from formal
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power than from moral exemplarity, exercised through counsel, example, and cor-
rective guidance aimed at shaping character rather than enforcing conformity.

From a moral-theological standpoint, this distinction between authoritarian con-
trol and formative authority is decisive.** Authority undermines moral agency when
it suppresses reflection or conscience, but it can support moral freedom when it ed-
ucates desire, sharpens discernment, and situates judgment within a tradition ori-
ented toward the good. In the communities examined, formative authority proved
most constructive when it fostered humility, patience, and restraint, particularly in
contexts of conflict or provocation. By embedding moral reasoning within commu-
nal guidance and accountability, Tarekat authority interrupts patterns of individu-
alized moral certainty that often sustain extremism. When exercised pedagogically
and open to accountability, the guidance of the Mursyid contributes to moral sta-
bility and disciplined religious commitment compatible with peaceful coexistence in
plural societies.

Ritual, Habituation, and Ethical Stability

Ritual practice constitutes a third pillar of moral formation within Tarekat life.
Practices such as dhikr and su/uk are not approached merely as devotional acts ori-
ented toward personal piety.” Rather, they function as disciplines of habituation
that gradually shape moral perception, emotional response, and ethical stability.
Through repetition and embodied participation, these practices inscribe moral dis-
positions into the rhythms of daily life, transforming spiritual exercises into mecha-
nisms of character formation. Participants consistently emphasized the cumulative
effect of ritual practice. Ethical stability, they noted, does not emerge through iso-
lated moments of insight or instruction but through sustained repetition that forms
habits of attention, self-control, and moral awareness. One Nagshbandi practitioner
in Langkat explained:

“Dhikr is not simply a ritual that we perform after prayer. It trains the heart to remain

calm. Before joining the Tarekat, I often reacted emotionally when disagreements oc-

curred. Through continuous remembrance of God, I learned to pause, reflect, and control

my anger before responding to others.”

This testimony illustrates how dhikr, understood as the repeated remembrance
of God, serves as a practical exercise in emotional regulation. By anchoring attention
in divine remembrance, adherents learn to interrupt cycles of anger, frustration, or
anxiety before these emotions are translated into harmful actions. In this sense, ritual
practice becomes an ethical technology that shapes both inner consciousness and
outward behavior. The formative role of ritual was similarly evident in participants’
reflections on suluk, which often involves periods of guided retreat and intensified
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spiritual practice. Participants described these retreats as opportunities for moral re-
calibration and self-examination, where patterns of speech, desire, and conduct are
critically assessed.”® A senior Tarekat member in Deli Serdang stated:

“During suluk, we are encouraged ro evaluate ourselves honestly. We reflect on how we

speak to others, how we treat our neighbors, and whether pride has entered our hearts.

The purpose is not to isolate ourselves from society, but to return as better people who can

contribute positively to the community.”

Another participant from Medan emphasized the transformative dimension of
the retreat:

“Suluk teaches us that the greatest struggle is not against other people but against our own

ego. When we learn to control the ego, it becomes easier to respect differences and avoid

unnecessary conflict.”

These accounts demonstrate that su/uk is not understood as a withdrawal from
social responsibility. Rather, it functions as a structured environment in which eth-
ical habits are reinforced, corrected, and reoriented. The retreat provides a disci-
plined space for self-reflection that prepares adherents for more attentive, compas-
sionate, and restrained engagement upon returning to everyday social life. From a
moral theological perspective, the significance of ritual habituation lies in its capacity
to form character over time. Virtues are sustained not by intention alone but by
practices that shape what feels natural and appropriate in moments of tension or
uncertainty. In plural societies, where encounters with religious, cultural, and social
differences can easily trigger defensive reactions, the habituation of restraint becomes
ethically decisive.”” Ritual practice trains both body and emotion to respond with
patience rather than hostility, reflection rather than impulsivity, and understanding
rather than prejudice. Empirical observations across different research sites in North
Sumatera suggest that this formative logic operates consistently across varied social
contexts. Whether in urban settings characterized by religious heterogeneity or in
more socially cohesive rural communities, participants described similar ethical ef-
fects of ritual practice. A Naqshbandi practitioner in Medan noted:

“Our environment is very diverse. We interact daily with people from different ethnic

and religious backgrounds. The teachings of the Tarekar remind us thatr maintaining
harmony is part of our spiritual responsibility.”

Likewise, a participant from Langkat observed:

“Dhitr and the guidance of our teacher help us avoid judging others too quickly. We are

taught to improve ourselves first before criticizing anyone else.”

Although the social challenges faced by these communities differed, the moral
dispositions cultivated through ritual remained remarkably similar. This suggests
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that the ethical contribution of Tarekat rituals does not depend primarily on con-
text-specific strategies but on the internal coherence of the practices themselves and
the virtues they seek to cultivate. Importantly, the study does not claim that ritual
practice automatically produces moderation.?® Moral theology resists such determin-
istic conclusions. Habituation can reinforce exclusion as well as openness, depending
on the narratives, interpretations, and moral orientations accompanying the prac-
tice. As one Tarekat teacher in North Sumatera explained:

“Dhikr alone is not enough if it is not accompanied by humility. A person may perform

many rituals, but if they still look down on others, then the purpose of spiritual training

has not been achieved.”

This observation highlights a critical finding of the study. Ritual practice appears
ethically generative when explicitly linked to virtues such as humility, patience, com-
passion, and responsibility toward others. Conversely, when ritual is interpreted nar-
rowly or detached from ethical reflection, its moderating potential is significantly
diminished. Taken together, self-purification, formative authority, and ritual habit-
uation constitute an integrated pattern of moral formation within Tarekat life.*
These dimensions interact dynamically to shape ethical dispositions that extend be-
yond personal spirituality into social conduct and public engagement. By disciplin-
ing emotion, situating moral judgment within communal guidance, and habituating
restraint through repeated practice, Tarekat communities cultivate individuals capa-
ble of sustaining moderation amid social and religious difference.*® This understand-
ing provides the foundation for examining how these personal virtues are subse-
quently translated into communal ethics and public engagement within plural social

environments.

Communal Ethics and Religious Moderation

The moral formation cultivated within Tarekat life does not remain confined to
individual spirituality but is frequently translated into patterns of social interaction
that support communal harmony. Personal virtues developed through spiritual dis-
cipline such as patience, humility, emotional self-restraint, and compassion are often
expressed publicly as habitual ways of relating to others. Participants across research
sites described ethical conduct in social life as a natural extension of inner discipline,
suggesting that moderation is practiced not merely as an abstract ideal but as a stable
moral disposition shaping everyday interaction.” This outward orientation helps ex-
plain why many Tarekat communities do not withdraw from society despite their
emphasis on inward spiritual practices. Spiritual discipline is understood less as a
retreat from social responsibility than as preparation for ethical engagement within
diverse social environments.
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From a moral-theological perspective, this integration of interior formation and
public practice illustrates how virtues acquire social significance when they shape
conduct, conflict response, and communal participation. Self-purification enables
constructive interaction, while inner calm supports respectful engagement in con-
texts marked by religious and cultural difference. In this sense, many Tarekat com-
munities exemplify a form of religiosity in which ethical depth sustains, rather than
undermines, plural coexistence. A prominent expression of this communal ethic is
the involvement of Tarekat members in interreligious engagement and local media-
tion. Empirical accounts from North Sumatera indicate that Tarekat leaders and
members frequently assume informal mediating roles during moments of religious
tension.

Their moral authority shaped by reputations for patience, self-control, and non-
reactivity often enables them to de-escalate conflict and facilitate dialogue in coop-
eration with institutions such as FKUB, MUI, and local civic authorities.?* Such
collaboration situates Tarekat within broader networks of communal responsibility
and enhances the credibility of religious moderation by grounding it in trusted moral
actors rather than solely in bureaucratic mechanisms. Nevertheless, the findings of
this study do not support the conclusion that all Tarekat communities are automat-
ically moderate or immune from exclusivist tendencies. Moral theology cautions
against deterministic assumptions that spiritual practices necessarily produce socially
inclusive outcomes. The ethical consequences of religious formation depend not
only on ritual discipline but also on how spiritual authority, communal identity, and
doctrinal teachings are interpreted and practiced within particular contexts.*

One issue that emerges in both the literature and field observations concerns the
potential for excessive dependence on the Mursyid (spiritual guide). While the rela-
tionship between disciple and teacher serves an important pedagogical function in
transmitting moral wisdom and spiritual discipline, it may also generate problems
when obedience is detached from critical ethical reflection. In such circumstances,
reverence for the Mursyid can evolve into a form of personality-centered authority
that discourages independent moral judgment. Several participants acknowledged
that the spiritual authority of the teacher must remain accountable to broader Is-
lamic ethical principles and communal welfare. Thus, the moral value of spiritual
authority lies not in unquestioning obedience but in its capacity to guide disciples
toward greater humility, responsibility, and moral maturity.

A second challenge concerns the possibility of group exclusivism. Tarekat com-
munities often cultivate strong internal bonds through shared rituals, spiritual expe-
riences, and collective identity. While such solidarity can reinforce ethical commit-
ment and social support, it may also create symbolic boundaries that distinguish
insiders from outsiders. Participants generally emphasized openness and cooperation
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with wider society; however, some acknowledged that certain followers occasionally
develop attitudes of spiritual superiority, viewing their own path as morally or spir-
itually privileged. From a moral-theological perspective, such tendencies represent a
distortion rather than a fulfillment of Tarekat spirituality, since authentic spiritual
formation is expected to cultivate humility rather than claims of superiority.

Furthermore, historical and contemporary evidence demonstrates that tensions
may arise not only between Tarekat and non-Tarekat groups but also among differ-
ent Tarekat orders themselves. Differences in ritual practice, spiritual lineage, organ-
izational authority, or interpretations of religious teachings can generate competition
and conflict. Although such tensions were not dominant within the research sites
examined, their existence underscores the importance of avoiding romanticized por-
trayals of Tarekat communities. Religious moderation should therefore be under-
stood as an ongoing moral achievement rather than an inherent characteristic of any
particular religious organization or tradition.>* These observations suggest that the
relationship between Tarekat and religious moderation is conditional rather than
automatic. Tarekat contributes positively to moderation when spiritual discipline is
accompanied by ethical reflection, when authority is exercised responsibly, and when
communal identity remains open to dialogue and cooperation. Conversely, when
spiritual authority becomes authoritarian, when group identity becomes exclusion-
ary, or when ritual practice is disconnected from ethical self-critique, the moderating
potential of Tarekat may be weakened.

Communal ethics within Tarekat life also manifest in commitments to civic re-
sponsibility and the rejection of violence. Participants articulated loyalty to the na-
tion and respect for civic order as integral dimensions of religious identity rather
than external obligations imposed by the state. This orientation challenges narratives
that portray intensive religiosity as inherently incompatible with democratic coex-
istence. By emphasizing self-restraint, patience, and responsibility toward others,
Tarekat practices can foster moral dispositions that resist justifications for coercion
or aggression, even under provocation. However, these outcomes depend upon the
continual cultivation of virtues and the critical integration of spirituality with ethical
responsibility. Moderation, therefore, emerges not as an automatic product of reli-
gious affiliation but as a public virtue rooted in disciplined moral formation and
expressed through peaceful coexistence, civic participation, and respectful engage-
ment with difference.

Tarekat as Morally Significant Agents and the Reframing of Religious Moderation

The findings of this study reconfigure how Tarekat communities are understood
within moral-theological discourse. Rather than viewing them merely as inward-
looking spiritual associations, the analysis shows that Tarekat function as morally
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significant agents within plural social contexts. Their significance lies not in formal
authority, political influence, or doctrinal intervention, but in their capacity to form
ethical dispositions that shape personal conduct and communal interaction over
time. From a moral-theological perspective, moral significance arises where practices
contribute to character formation and the sustenance of communal virtues oriented
toward the common good.”” The core practices structuring Tarekat life self-purifi-
cation, guided obedience, and ritual habituation operate as formative processes that
extend beyond individual spirituality.*® They cultivate stable moral orientations that
influence how adherents interpret difference, respond to conflict, and participate in
civic life. In this sense, Tarekat communities function as informal moral institutions
that complement formal religious and civic structures by sustaining ethical con-
sistency in everyday practice. This formative role was consistently reflected in par-
ticipants’ narratives. One Nagshbandi practitioner in Langkat explained:

“The purpose of joining the Tarekat is not only to improve our worship but also to im-

prove our character. Our teacher always reminds us that spirituality is meaningless if it

does not make us more patient, more respectful, and more beneficial to sociery.”

Similarly, a Tarekat member in Deli Serdang emphasized the social implications
of spiritual discipline:

“Through dbikr and spiritual guidance, we learn to control ourselves. When disagree-

ments occur in society, we are encouraged ro respond calmly rather than emotionally. This

is what our Mursyid teaches us.”

These testimonies illustrate how spiritual practices are understood not merely as
personal acts of devotion but as mechanisms for cultivating virtues that shape public
behavior and social relationships. This account aligns with contemporary moral the-
ology, which emphasizes embodied practices and communal traditions as primary
sites of ethical formation.”” Moral life is sustained not by isolated choices or abstract
principles but by traditions that shape moral imagination, regulate emotion, and
provide relational accountability. By embedding ethical formation within the
rthythms of spiritual life, Tarekat communities contribute to the moral ecology of
plural societies, offering resources for coexistence grounded in lived spirituality ra-
ther than procedural appeals to tolerance.

A second key implication concerns the assumption that intensive religiosity is
inherently prone to extremism. The findings indicate that strong religious commit-
ment does not necessarily lead to radicalization when it is mediated through tradi-
tions of ethical discipline and communal accountability. Within the Tarekat com-
munities examined, devotional intensity is consistently accompanied by self-re-
straint, humility, and emotional regulation qualities that counter moral dynamics
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commonly associated with extremism, such as absolutist certainty and reactive hos-
tility. One senior Naqshbandi practitioner in Medan described this relationship be-
tween spirituality and moderation:

“People sometimes think that being very religious makes a person intolerant. In our expe-

rience, the opposite should happen. The closer a person is to God, the more they should be

able to respect others, control anger, and avoid harming people.”

Likewise, a participant from Langkat reflected on how Tarekat teachings shape
attitudes toward religious diversity:

“We live among people with different beliefs and backgrounds. Our Mursyid teaches us

that maintaining harmony is part of our religious responsibility. We are not asked ro

compromise our faith, but we are taught ro trear others with dignity.”

These observations suggest that religious intensity becomes a resource for mod-
eration rather than a catalyst for exclusion when it is accompanied by ethical disci-
pline and spiritual self-awareness. The decisive variable, therefore, is not the depth
of religiosity but the formative structure through which it is cultivated. Religiosity
oriented toward ethical formation, disciplined self-examination, and communal re-
sponsibility can generate moderation and openness, whereas religiosity detached
from such structures may foster rigidity and defensiveness.”® A formation-oriented
understanding of religious moderation thus avoids equating moderation with the
dilution of religious conviction and instead recognizes the ethical potential of deep
religiosity. At the same time, moral-theological discernment requires acknowledging
limits and risks. Formative traditions are not immune to distortion. Strong commu-
nal identity can slide into exclusivism, and authority can constrain moral agency if
critical reflection is suppressed.” Several participants themselves recognized these
challenges. One Tarekat teacher in North Sumatera observed:

“The Mursyid should guide people toward God, not make people dependent on him. If

Jollowers obey without understanding the ethical purpose behind the teaching, then spir-

itual growth becomes incomplete.”

Another participant acknowledged the possibility of exclusivist attitudes among
some followers:

“Sometimes there are people who feel that their Tarekat is better than others. Our teachers

always remind us that spiritual progress should produce humility, not a sense of superiority.”

These reflections demonstrate that the ethical significance of Tarekat communi-
ties is not automatic but conditional upon the responsible exercise of authority and
the continual cultivation of humility and self-critique. Taken together, these find-
ings contribute to broader moral-theological discussions by framing religious mod-
eration as a moral achievement sustained through formation rather than control.
Tarekat communities illustrate how spiritual discipline can shape agents capable of
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faithful religious commitment without succumbing to exclusionary or violent moral
imaginaries. As one Nagshbandi leader in Deli Serdang remarked:

“Moderation is not about reducing faith. It is about learning how to practice faith with

»

wisdom, patience, and responsibility toward others.

This statement captures a central insight emerging from the study: social har-
mony is most sustainable when religious traditions form individuals marked by re-
straint, empathy, humility, and responsibility. The contribution of Tarekat commu-
nities therefore lies not only in preserving spiritual traditions but also in nurturing
the moral virtues necessary for peaceful coexistence within plural societies.

Conclusion

This study has demonstrated that Tarekat communities in North Sumatera can
be understood as morally significant actors whose spiritual disciplines contribute
meaningfully to religious moderation within plural social contexts. By examining
Tarekat as sites of moral formation rather than merely devotional or cultural associ-
ations, the analysis reveals how practices of self-purification, formative spiritual au-
thority, and ritual habituation cultivate ethical dispositions such as humility, pa-
tience, self-restraint, and responsibility toward others. These virtues shape patterns
of social interaction that support peaceful coexistence, civic engagement, and the
rejection of violence. From a moral-theological perspective, moderation emerges not
as a policy-driven compromise or a dilution of religious commitment, but as a lived
moral achievement sustained through disciplined formation, ethical self-reflection,
and communal accountability.®

The findings also challenge common assumptions within public and academic
discourse that intensive religiosity necessarily produces exclusivism or extremism.
Instead, the study suggests that religious commitment can generate socially construc-
tive outcomes when spiritual practices are embedded within ethical pedagogies that
emphasize humility, self-critique, and responsibility toward others. At the same
time, the research has argued that the relationship between Tarekat and religious
moderation is neither automatic nor deterministic. The moderating potential of Ta-
rekat depends upon how spiritual authority is exercised, how communal identity is
constructed, and how ritual practices are connected to ethical reflection. As dis-
cussed, tendencies toward excessive veneration of spiritual leaders, group exclusiv-
ism, or inter-Tarekat rivalry may emerge when spiritual formation becomes detached
from its broader ethical purposes. Religious moderation should therefore be under-
stood as an ongoing moral accomplishment rather than an inherent characteristic of
any religious community.

Theoretically, this study contributes to the field of moral theology by conceptu-
alizing Tarekat as institutions of ethical formation that generate communal virtues
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supportive of religious moderation. Whereas previous studies have often examined
Tarekat primarily through sociological, historical, or political perspectives, this re-
search highlights the moral-formative processes through which spiritual disciplines
shape character, social conduct, and public engagement. By linking personal spir-
itual practices to communal ethics and interreligious coexistence, the study offers a
moral-theological framework for understanding how religious traditions can func-
tion as sources of social cohesion within plural societies. This perspective broadens
contemporary discussions of religious moderation by emphasizing the formative role
of virtue cultivation and moral agency rather than focusing exclusively on institu-
tional policies or state-led initiatives.

Nevertheless, this study is limited to selected Tarekat communities in North Su-
matera and therefore does not claim to represent the experiences of all Tarekat orders
or regions. Future research could further develop this line of inquiry in several di-
rections. Comparative studies across different Tarekat traditions would help identify
similarities and variations in the ways moral formation contributes to religious mod-
eration. Gender-focused research could explore how women experience, negotiate,
and contribute to ethical formation within Tarekat communities, an area that re-
mains underexamined in contemporary scholarship. In addition, the rapid expan-
sion of digital religious spaces invites investigation into the relationship between Ta-
rekat spirituality and digital moderation, particularly how traditional practices of
moral discipline are adapted, transmitted, and contested within online environ-
ments. Such inquiries would deepen understanding of the evolving role of Tarekat
in shaping ethical life amid changing social and technological conditions.

Ultimately, the study suggests that sustainable religious moderation is unlikely to
be achieved through legal regulation or political discourse alone. Moral theology
offers a crucial insight by demonstrating that moderation is rooted in the formation
of persons and communities capable of living faithfully without succumbing to ex-
clusionary or violent moral imaginaries. In this regard, Tarekat communities provide
an important example of how spiritual traditions can cultivate virtues that strengthen
social harmony, foster constructive engagement across differences, and contribute to
the ethical foundations of plural democratic societies.
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