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Harmonizing
modernity
with tradition

Report on the Indonesian Delegation
of Teachers and Pesantren Heads to Japan 2007

Arief Subhan

In recent years, the Japanese
Government—through its
embassy in Jakarta—has run
a yearly program in which
teachers and pesantren heads
from throughout Indonesia
are invited to Japan to partic-
ipate in a cultural tour of the
nation. One of the program’s
main objectives is to strength-
en ties between Indonesia and

Japan, especially in the realms
of culture and education. In
organizing this program, the
Embassy of Japan works with
the Centre for the Study of
Islam and Society (PPIM), its
in-county partner.

The 2007 visit was themed
“Development Harmonized
with Traditional Culture”. As
well as visiting a number of
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education institutions, which
was the focus of the trip, the
group also took a look at var-
ious types of Japanese indus-
try, including the automotive
industry that has become the
icon of modern Japan. Further
to this, the group was also in-
vited to visited a number of
shrines and temples — which
in modern times have become
a popular tourist attraction —
and witness some traditional
art events. What was most in-
teresting was the Kabuki, the
traditional Japanese theatre
which continues to be popu-
lar to this day.

On the final day of the vis-
it, the participants were asked
to write about their impres-
sions of Japan, with emphasis
on the aspect of the tour which
they found to be most inter-
esting. This article, which is
based on feedback from the
participants, has not been
written only in order to de-
scribe the perceptions of the
participants towards places
visited throughout the tour,
but to further discuss how the
participants gave meaning to
what they experienced
throughout the trip.

Education Institutions

Education institutions that
were visited include a prima-
ry school, an industrial high
school, an agricultural high
school, and a university. Of
the institutions visited, partic-
ipants were most impressed
by the Nougie Agricultural
School in Kyoto. This school
provides education for pro-
spective farmers and others
seeking to work in the field
of agriculture. The school
boasts an impressive range of
facilities including an agricul-

tural laboratory. Students at
the school live in dormitories
making it a perfect reference
for those seeking to develop
and improve pesantrens.
Muhammad Amin Adnan,
head of Pesantren Amanah,
Poso, in Central Sulawesi, not-
ed that the agricultural activi-
ties taking place in the school
provided inspiration for the
building of an agricultural
school within the confines or
near his own pesantren. Such
an idea, in Adnan’s view, is
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particularly relevant since the
economy of Poso is based
largely on agriculture. Such
views were echoed by Said
Karim from Pesantren al-
Kautsar al-Khairat, also in
Poso. He himself, in fact,
wants to establish an agricul-
tural school in the pesantren
he manages. Yunus Muham-
madi, the caretaker of Pesant-
ren Imam Syuhodo, Solo, Cen-
tral Java, has already taken
this idea to the planning stage.
“I'm presently in the middle
of starting up a secondary
school for agricultural studies
so this visit is very relevant for
me”, he explained.

Another participant, Mu-
hammad Adhim, a represen-
tative from Pesantren Tamir-
ul Islam, Solo, Central Java,
was extremely impressed by
the student residences at the
school. “The dormitory sys-
tem [here] reminds me of the
system in Indonesia. The dif-
ference is that in this school
[the students] are not taught
about religion, but only about
modern agriculture. What is
more important than that, this
school is able to integrate both
the teaching of both theory
and practice in a balanced
manner.” Nasruddin Lah-
muddin Midu, the head of the

local Poso Office for the De-
partment of Religious Affair,
agreed with Adhim, while
Fathur Rahim, the caretaker
for Pesantren Manbaul Ulum,
Bali, reiterated the suitability
of this system for develop-
ment and application in the In-
donesian context, especially in
pesantrens. What was impres-
sive for Fathur Rahim was the
family atmosphere. “This re-
minds me of a pesantren,
which is also very family-ori-
ented.”

The visit and discussion at
Tokyo University for Foreign
Studies (TUFS) was most im-
pressive for Abdul Shomad,
the head of the Bureau for
Academic Administration and
Student Affairs at the State
Islamic University Syarif Hi-
dayatullah, Jakarta. He said
that the visits to the education
institutions opened the door
for productive dialogue and
understanding between the
two countries. “I was im-
pressed when the students
who participated in the dia-
logue wore the kerudung (Mus-
lim dress for females). They
wore the kerudung only out of
respect for their Muslim
guests.” This does not only
indicate the increasing inter-
est in Indonesian studies, but
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further teaches us the value of
tolerance and appreciating dif-
ference.

Other educational institu-
tions that were visited were
also of considerable interest,
however the participants gen-
erally agreed that the most

interesting were the agricul-
tural schools. The discussion
in Kyoto University was clear-
ly both beneficial and interest-
ing, with participants obtain-
ing comprehensive informa-
tion about the education sys-
tem in Japan.

Temples, Tourism,
and Buddhist Monks

The participants visited a good
number of shrines and Tem-
ples in Japan, the most inter-
esting of which was a Bud-
dhist temple complex of To-
daiji, or the Great Eastern
Temple. It is known as such
because it is situated east of
Heijo-Kyo, the capital city of
Japan during the Nara period
(710-794). This temple has
been listed by UNESCO as a
World Heritage site, namely
because its Great Buddha Hall
(Daibutsuden) is reputedly the
largest wooden building in the
world. The hall houses a co-
lossal bronze statue of the
Buddha Vairocana (Daibutsu).

The central Buddha statue
has been recast several times
for various reasons through-
out its history, while the
Daibutsuden has been rebuilt

twice due to fire damage. The
main building (Daibutsuden)
which exists today was actu-
ally built at the beginning of
the 18" century (1709), and in
spite of its huge size it is
claimed to be only thirty per-
cent of the original size.
During the rule of Emper-
or Shomu (724-749), Todaiji
was the central shrine for more
than 60 provinces (kokubunji)
throughout Japan. Besides be-
ing a place of worship and Bud-
dhist rituals, Todaiji was also
a centre of study for prospec-
tive bhiksu, or Buddhist monks.
In 1190, Honen, the founder of
the first independent branch of
Japanese Pure Land Buddhism
(Jodo Shu), was asked to teach
in the Todaiji Shrine by Bhiksu
Shunjobo Chogen, the bhiksu re-
sponsible for the reconstruction
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of Todaiji after a fire in 1180.
While teaching, Honen also put
on display the paintings of
Kangyo Mandala, best known in
the West as “The Five Chinese
Masters of Jodo Shu.”
Interestingly, what was
most enlightening for the par-
ticipants was not the beauty
of the temple itself, but rather
the dialogue that took place at
the temple between the par-
ticipants and Bhiksu Morimo-
to, the senior bhiksu at Todaiji.
Morimoto, who studied pre-
viously at al-Azhar Universi-
ty in Cairo, Egypt, had a very
good understanding of Islam
and was thus easily able to .
The participants’ interest in
inter-religious dialogue — or
it might be said inter-cultural
dialogue — should be noted
here. Interest in such dialogue
shows that dialogue with
groups from other religions or
cultures is not only important
for heads of madrasahs and
pesantrens, but also very inter-
esting. The positive response
to this dialogue shows that the
participants are a group of
Muslims who are open to new
ideas and differences in soci-
ety. For a number of the par-
ticipants, the dialogue with
Bhiksu Morimoto represented
the first time participants had

had such discussions with an
individual or individuals of
another culture or religion.
Nasruddin Lahmuddin
Midu, a participant from
Poso—one who has seen first
hand conflict and inter-reli-
gious violence — sees Bhiksu
Morimoto as a shining exam-
ple of a religious figure who
should be emulated by others.
“This is because he really ap-
preciates difference,” said Nas-
ruddin. Rini Nurfatimah
agreed that much could be
learned from the example of
Bhiksu Morimoto besides his
ability to understand Islam.
“He is a bhiksu who is mod-
ern and moderate in viewing
religious differences. He also
places emphasis on the impor-
tance of comparative study of re-
ligion as a subject that should
be taught at religion-based
education institutions.” Inter-
religious group harmony, dia-
logue, common understanding
between members of religious
groups is the basis of the pri-
mary argument suggested by
Bhiksu Morimoto in dialogue.
In Kyai Ketut Mahdudin Ja-
mal’s own words, “Bhiksu
Morimoto possesses consider-
able insight and respects diver-
sity. I think he is most fitting
to become a world leader.”
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Traditional Arts

Kabuki is a type of traditional
theatre in Japan. When com-
pared with traditional art in
Indonesia, Kabuki has not
changed as drastically as has
the wayang orang, a kind of
dance drama theatre in Jav-
anese tradition. The difference
is that while kabuki is still
largely popular amongst lo-
cals, wayang orang has declined
in popularity; and while kabu-
ki is identified with a form of
Japanese culture that is noble
and progressive, wayang orang
is associated with being be-
hind the times.

The group was invited to
watch Kabuki performance in
the Kabuki-za Theatre, locat-
ed in Tokyo. The theatre was
first opened in 1889 with a
seating capacity for 1,824 peo-
ple. Over two decades, Kabu-
ki became the biggest and most
popular theatre in Japan. In
1921 the building caught fire —
because of a short circuit in the
electricity — however it was
renovated 1923, and has since
been renovated a number of
times to ensure that the theatre
keeps up with the times.

The group also had the op-
portunity to see a kimono fash-

ion show in Kyoto, in a central
shopping district where tour-
ists flock to year after year. All
types of kimonos can be found
there, as well as textiles and
material for making kimonos,
not to mention traditional Jap-
anese nick-nacks for the sou-
venir seeker. For those who
are interested in this type of
thing, kimonos in bright colours
and a blend of beautiful and
natural Japanese designs canbe
bought directly from the mar-
ket. Despite a good level of
interest in the kimonos on the
part of the participants, the rel-
atively high price of the kimo-
no appeared to be the decid-
ing factor in the participants’
choice to spend their Yen else-
where.

The kimono show is a man-
ner of promoting something
traditional in a modern set-
ting. This enables the kimono
to maintain its relevance and
popularity in a modern con-
text. Such an approach to pro-
moting traditional art and cul-
ture naturally provided par-
ticipants with inspiration and
lessons for promoting their
own art and culture in Indo-
nesia. This is particularly true
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of the pesantren culture: the
challenge is how to present
pesantrens in the modern con-
text and relate it to the de-
mands of modern society. The

appearance of modern tech-
nology, however, in and
around many pesantrens is an
indication of a positive change
in the right direction.

Changing Perceptions

This two-week visit to Japan
by heads of madrasahs and pe-
santrens undoubtedly was one
that changed the visitors” per-
ceptions. Siti Nurfatimah was
extremely factual in expressing
her new-found perceptions.
She explained that Japanese so-
ciety is one that is “disciplined,
honest, and friendly. The cul-
ture of lining-up, keeping a city
clean, and an atmosphere of
complete order in the train sta-
tions are all indicators that can-
not be ignored.” Nurfatimah’s
views were agreed upon by
the vast majority of the partic-
ipants. Although the partici-
pants knew prior to their de-
parture that Japan was a coun-
try that other Asian nations
look up to, it was living

amongst the people and expe-
riencing the culture first hand
that enabled participants to
really understand the differ-
ences today between Japan
and Indonesia. “When I see
how the culture of lining up is
here at the bus stop, I can real-
ly tell the difference between
the Indonesian culture of lin-
ing up and that of Japan,” said
Siti Makbullah.

Most of the participants
said that Japan was in many
ways not how they had imag-
ined it prior to their visit. This
in itself is proof that percep-
tions have been changed. This
will naturally be of great ben-
efit to cooperative efforts be-
tween the Indonesian and Jap-
anese peoples in the future.
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