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Abstract: Existing scholarship on Javanese Islamic mysticism tends to 
portray the Javanese saints (wali) as firm proponents of Sharia who 
systematically opposed mystical practice. The article challenges that 
characterization by examining the present and development of mystical 
tendencies in Javanese Islamic texts from the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries. Drawing on hermeneutic and historical approaches, the study 
analyzes the triadic relationship between text, reader, and context, 
alongside the manuscript’s historical condition of production. Two 
primary factors are identified as shaping this phenomenon. First, the 
geographic relocation of political authority from the coastal, 
cosmopolitan Demak Sultanate to the inland agrarian polities of Pajang 
and Mataram created social conditions conducive to the elaboration of 
Manunggaling Kawulo-Gusti (the union of servant and God), a concept 
central to Javanese Islamic mysticism. Second, the wali functioned not 
merely as defenders of Sharia but as agents of religious transformation 
who deliberately integrated Javanese mystical frameworks with Islamic 
practices, recognizing that a legalistic approach was insufficient in 
agrarian social contexts. The article argues that the successful Islamization 
of Java was contingent upon the vernacularization of Islamic teaching 
through Javanese cultural and mystical idioms. This reframing directly 
contests prior scholarship that positioned the wali as opponents of 
mysticism. 
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Introduction 
The contemporary tension between Javanese Islamic mysticism 

and Sharia-oriented Islam is not a new configuration but recurrent 
historical pattern. The conflicts visible in present-day religious 
discourse replicated those surrounding figures such as Kiai 
Mutamakin, Kiai Ahmad Rifa’i, Syekh Siti Jenar, Ki Ageng Pengging, 
Pangeran Panggung, Syeikh Amongraga, and others. Viewed in a 
broader comparative frame, it parallels the case of al-Hallaj, who was 
executed by the political authorities of his time.1 

The character of Islamic thought in Java today cannot be 
adequately understood without reference to the historical processes 
through which Islam entered and took root in the Nusantara, 
particularly in Java. Among the competing theories regarding the 
initial arrival of Islam in Java, the most widely cited holds that Islam 
reached Java in the eleventh century CE, evidenced by a tombstone 
bearing the name Fatimah bint Maimun bin Hibatullah, who died in 
475 AH/1082 CE.2 According to Snouck Hurgronje, Islamization 
proceeded organically through commercial networks, without the 
directing agency of any Muslim state or ruler. The Islam that arrived 
in Java had already been mediated by long contact with Hindu and 
Buddhist civilizations, facilitating its absorption into Javanese society.3  

 Anthony Johns acknowledged that while Islamic preaching had 
been conducted in Java for several centuries, the pace of Islamization 
remained slow and Islam had not achieved broad social acceptance. 
Hinduism and Buddhism continued to structure Javanese religious life 

 
1 Hodri Hodri, “Al-Hallâj Sebagai Korban Politik Atau Transgresor Teologi,” 
Teosofi: Jurnal Tasawuf dan Pemikiran Islam 1, no. 2 (2011): 143–59, 
https://doi.org/10.15642/teosofi.2011.1.2.143-159. 
2 The first person to find and read the inscription of this tomb was a Dutch 
researcher named J. P. Moquette in 1911; then, French national Paul Ravaisse made 
some improvements. Meanwhile, Mohammad Yamin was the first to read the year 
475 H or 1082 AD. See Luqman Arifin Siswanto, “Arsitektur Makam Siti Fatimah 
Binti Maimun Gresik,” paper presented at Seminar IPLBI 2017, Seminar Ikatan 
Peneliti Lingkungan Binaan Indonesia, 2017, https://seminar.iplbi.or.id/arsitektur-
makam-siti-fatimah-binti-maimun-gresik/. 
3 Christian Snouck Hurgronje, De islam in Nederlands-Indië, grote godsdiensten (Baarn: 
Hollandia-Drukkerij, 1913), 359–92. 
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through the fifteenth century CE. Islamization gained substantial 
momentum only from the fifteenth century onwards, when Sufi 
missionaries undertook systematic propagation of the faith.4 This Sufi 
preaching movement proved effective enough to establish Muslim 
administrative control over port cities along the Java coast.5 
Consonant with John’s analysis, Azyumardi Azra argued that Sufism 
constituted a decisive force in the spread of Islam across the 
Nusantara, including Java.6 

 The efficacy of the Sufi saints accelerated the Islamization of 
Java relative to other islands in the archipelago.7 Tome Pires’ early 
sixteenth-century account documents the concentration of Muslim-
controlled trade centers along Java’s northern coast.8 Muslim rulers 
had, in fact, consolidated authority over numerous northern coastal 
ports since the fifteenth century.9  

In their preaching, the saints employed a Sufi-inflicted approach 
that incorporated Javanese cultural tradition, a pattern documented in 
the Javanese Islamic works of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 
The distinctively mystical character of early Javanese Islam is traceable 
through historical sources and textual evidence produced by thinkers 
of the period. This duty focuses specifically on how mystical 
teachings were recorded in Javanese Islamic manuscripts of the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and on the factors that shaped 
their articulation. 

 
4 Anthony H. Johns, “Muslims, Mystics and Historical Writing,” in Historians of 
Southeast Asia, ed. D. G. E. Hall (London: Oxford University Press, 1962), 40–42. 
5 Anthony H. Johns, “The Role of Sufism in the Spread of Islam to Malaya and 
Indonesia,” Journal of the Pakistan Historical Society 9, no. 3 (1961): 146–47. 
6 Azyumardi Azra, Jaringan Ulama Timur Tengah dan Kepulauan Nusantara Abad XVII 
dan XVIII: Melacak Akar-Akar Pembaruan Pemikiran Islam di Indonesia (Bandung: 
Mizan, 1994), 200. 
7 Imam Ibnu Hajar et al., “Resisting Colonialism and the Formation of Islamic 
Identity in Nusantara-Indonesia,” MIQOT: Jurnal Ilmu-Ilmu Keislaman 49, no. 2 
(2025): 374, https://doi.org/10.30821/miqot.v49i2.1347; Syaifan Nur and Dudung 
Abdurahman, “Sufism of Archipelago: History, Thought, and Movement,” 
ESENSIA: Jurnal Ilmu-Ilmu Ushuluddin 18, no. 2 (2017): 123–33, 
https://doi.org/10.14421/esensia.v18i2.1476. 
8 Merle Calvin Ricklefs, Mystic Synthesis in Java: A History of Islamization from the 
Fourteenth to the Early Nineteenth Centuries (Norwalk: EastBridge, 2006), 17–20. 
9 Hermanus Johannes de Graaf and Th. G. Th. Pigeaud, Kerajaan-Kerajaan Islam 
Pertama di Jawa: Kajian Sejarah Politik Abad ke-15 dan ke-16 (Jakarta: Grafitipers, 
1985), 27. 
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The study is not the first to engage with the religious pattern 
inscribed in Javanese Islamic manuscripts from this period. Prior 
scholarship has addressed the stylistic and doctrinal character of 
religious thought encoded in manuscripts and other Islamic works. 
Muhammad Ilham Aziz and Dudung Abdurrahman, for instance, 
examined the dense Sufi character of Serat Sastera Gending, composed 
by Sultan Agung, the foremost ruler of Mataram (r. 1613-1645 CE). 
Their study concluded that the socio-religious environment of Sultan 
Agung’s reign was profoundly marked by pantheistic thought, and 
that the mystical teachings in Serat Sastra Gending articulate an 
interdependence between the human being as creature and God as 
Creator (Khāliq).10  

Kabul Astuti’s thesis examined the Sufi dimension in two works 
written in Pegon Arabic script: Serat Munjiat by Kiai Sholih Darat and 
Singir Parase Nabi, a work of uncertain authorship. Astuti found Sufi 
dimensions extensively represented in both texts, reflecting patterns 
of religious practice widely followed in Javanese communities from 
the late eighteenth through the early twentieth century.11 Hafid Nur 
Muhammad, Dudung Abdul Karim, and Dais Hajjar Fauziah analyzed 

the Sufi dimension of Tafsir Fayd} al-Rah }mān, finding that Kiai Sholih 
Darat employed the ishārī method of Qur’anic interpretation 
throughout the work, an interpretive approach characteristic of 
practitioner-Sufis (amalī).12  

At a more focused scale, Hanif Fitri Yantari and Danur Putut 
Permadi examined the mystical dimension of Sasahidan in Serat Wirid 
Widayat Jati. They identified Sasahidan as the teaching attributed to Siti 
Jenar in the nine wali council (Walisongo) concerning mystical 
experience. Sasahidan is not reducible to witnessing alone but 
encompasses the realization of the nature of the self, God, the 

 
10 Muhammad Ilham Aziz and Dudung Abdurrahman, “Sufisme Jawa dalam Serat 
Sastra Gending Sultan Agung Mataram,” Aqlam: Journal of Islam and Plurality 7, no. 1 
(2022): 37–52, https://doi.org/10.30984/ajip.v7i1.1917. 
11 Kabul Astuti, “Aspek Tasawuf dalam Manuskrip Beraksara Pegon: Kajian atas 
Serat Munjiyat Karya Kyai Saleh Darat dan Singir Parase Nabi Karya Anonim” 
(Master Thesis, Universitas Muhamadiyyah Surakarta, 2014). 
12 Hafid Nur Muhammad et al., “Corak Sufistik dalam Tafsir Fayd Ar-Rahman,” 
Ulumul Qur’an: Jurnal Kajian Ilmu Al-Qur’an dan Tafsir 2, no. 2 (2022): 209–25, 
https://doi.org/10.58404/uq.v2i2.112. 
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present life, and the cosmos, enabling the human being to apprehend 
the origin and destination of existence (Sangkan Paraning Dumadi).13  

This study departs from the preceding literature by focusing 
specifically on the mystical teachings recorded in Javanese Islamic 
manuscripts of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, together with 
the historical conditions that enabled and shaped them. 

The study employs a hermeneutic approach to analyze the 
triadic relationship among text, reader, and context.14 This is 
combined with a historical approach to reconstruct the conditions of 
production surrounding the manuscript under examination. Primary 
sources were obtained from the National Library in Jakarta and the 
Universiteit Bibliotheek, Leiden University, Netherlands, in 2024. 

 
Javanese Islamic Mysticism in 16th and 17th-century Javanese 
Islamic Works  

The vernacularization of Islam within Javanese culture is most 
discernible in the mystical register that permeates Javanese Islamic 
literary production. This register is not incidental; it appears with 
notable consistency across virtually all surviving Javanese Islamic 
works from the 16th and 17th centuries. A representative case is Het 
Boek van Bonang, a Javanese-language manuscript held in the 
Universiteit Leiden library under catalog code Or. 1928. Schrieke 
attributes authorship of this manuscript to Sunan Bonang, a member 
of the Walisongo.15 

Sunan Bonang’s mystical position in Het Boek van Bonang resists 
easy categorization. The text produces what appears, on the surface, 
to be an internal tension: it contains passages that seem to reject the 
doctrine of Manunggaling Kawulo-Gusti (the union of servant and God), 
while simultaneously affirming inner experiences that approach that 
condition precisely. Sunan Bonang directs his students toward al-

Ghazali’s Ih}yā’ and Tamhīd, works that systematically map the stages 
of spiritual ascents toward God through ma‘rifat. Within this 
framework, he criticizes those who interpret the servants’ union with 

 
13 Hanif Fitri Yantari and Danur Putut Permadi, “Mystical Java: The Concept of 
Sasahidan in Serat Wirid Hidayat Jati,” Al Qalam 40, no. 1 (2023): 72–86, 
https://doi.org/10.32678/alqalam.v40i1.7952. 
14 Sebastian K. Boell and Dubravka Cecez-Kecmanovic, “A Hermeneutic Approach 
for Conducting Literature Reviews and Literature Searches,” Communications of the 
Association for Information Systems 34 (2014), https://doi.org/10.17705/1CAIS.03412. 
15 Yantari and Permadi, “Mystical Java.” 
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God in a manner that collapses all ontological distinctions, rendering 
all entities equivalent to God. For Sunan Bonang, the culmination of 
the Sufi path is not immersion into the divine but ma‘rifat, the direct 
apprehension of God through the inner eye. 

Nonetheless, Sunan Bonang also gives an account of inner 
experiences that reach the threshold of union. He employs the 
metaphor of a freshwater stream meeting the sea: the two do not 
simply coexist as separate substances, nor does the freshwater 
dissolve entirely into saltwater; rather, they produce a third entity, anta 
in Javanese, a brackish mixture that is neither the one nor the other. 

This metaphor structures his interpretation of Q.S. al-Rah}mān:19, 
rendered as follows:  

Kadi patemoning segara kalih asin lawan tawa, anta, arane iku 
aworeneng rana. Nyatane tegese, ora keno aranana segara, tan keno 
aranana toya tawa, utawi ta jeneng iku anta, tegese iku dening linewih 

saking toya kabeh dadi anarima namaning sasihing segara.16  
“It is like the meeting of two seas, one salty and one fresh, 
which is called the awaroning rana. The true meaning is that it 
cannot be called a sea, nor can it be called fresh water, nor is 
it called anta. The meaning is that it is a mixture, in which the 
water, by blending together, becomes accepted by the 
moonlight of the sea.” 

Sunan Bonang further develops this conceptual position by 
describing the human being who has attained mystical perfection as 
analogous to a person who submerges himself in the ocean: he 
merges with the seawater without dissolving into it absolutely, yet 
gradually becomes one with the sea even as the substances retain their 
distinct natures. The parallel figure is that of rainwater falling into the 
sea and becoming the sea. In this configuration, the servant is 
described as having merged into God. The passage continues: 

Kadi ta wong asilem ing segara, kaliputan dening segara, tan lumiring 
ing kalihe malih, tan emut, utawi sasmitane lapal malih, tatkala teka 
udan iku ing sagara, ingaranan sagara, utawi sasmitane lapal malih, 

kadi ta kecaping pandito setengah.17  
“This perfection of man is like a person diving in the sea 
who will be drenched by seawater; it is like rain that falls on 

 
16 B. J. O. (Bertram Johannes Otto) Schrieke, Het boek van Bonang, with University of 
Chicago (Utrecht: P. den Boer, 1916), 101, 
http://archive.org/details/MN42089ucmf_1. 
17 Ibid. 



 

 

Abdul Djamil and Akhmad Arif Junaidi 

Teosofi: Jurnal Tasawuf dan Pemikiran Islam 36 

the sea and becomes seawater, and in this way, a servant 
becomes God. 

This account reveals that Sunan Bonang’s intellectual 
orientation, despite his formal reservations about ontological 
conflation, leans considerably toward the mystical dimension of the 
Islamic tradition rather than toward a strictly Sharia-bound 
framework. 

The mystical orientation of Javanese Islam is equally evident in 

the Tuh}fah, a Javanese manuscript held in two separate collections at 
the Leiden University library: the Voorhove collection under code 
Lor. 5594 and the Poensen collection under code Lor 31201. The 

work is a Javanese translation of Fadhlullah al-Burhanpuri’s al-Tuh}fah 

al-Mursalah ilā Rūh} al-Nabī, an Indian Sufi text. The Javanese Tuh}fah 
elaborates on the teaching of Martabat Shahādah on page 43. Its 
mystical content is articulated in the following stanza: 

Jen sampun weruh wahdat djati Hakekat Muhammadijat Tan ana 
iku bedane Muhammad kelawan Allah Djatine iku Tunggal Tan ana 

lijane iku Ja Muhammad ja Allah.18  
“If you already know the truth of the One, the Essence of 
Muhammadiyah, there is no difference between Muhammad 
and Allah. It is in truth one; there is no other. Yes, 
Muhammad, yes, Allah.” 

This stanza encodes a mystical doctrine in which the 
ontological boundary between Muhammad and God is dissolved. The 
reference to Hakekat Muhammadiyah (the Essence of Muhammadiyah) 
situates this teaching within the domain of mystical philosophy, 
which, in Greek philosophical terminology, corresponds to the 
concept of Logos. In the Heraclitean framework, Logos designates the 
rational principle that governs the cosmos: not merely language or 
word, but the foundational reason that underlies all that exists.19 
Within Sufi mysticism, this concept finds its parallel in Hakekat 
Muhammadiyah, which refers to the spiritual essence of the Prophet 
Muhammad understood as the primordial source of all creation and 
the medium of divine manifestation in the universe.20 When this truth 

 
18 “Tuhfah - Code Lor. 5594,” Leiden, Netherlands: Leiden University Library, n.d., 
Cod. Or. 5594. 
19 Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Islamic Philosophy from Its Origin to the Present: Philosophy in the 
Land of Prophecy (State University of New York Press, 2006), 81. 
20 Titus Burckhardt, An Introduction to Sufi Doctrine (Muhammad Ashraf, 1991), 67–
69. 
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is realized, the text holds, there is no distinction between Muhammad 
and Allah, because only one reality exists.21 This framing advances a 
doctrine of unity that treats the Prophet's inner reality not as a 
historical figure but as the ontological ground from which all created 
things proceed. 

In Sufi thought, Hakekat Muhammadiyah corresponds to Nur 
Muhammad, the first entity God created, held to be prior to all else. 
Nur Muhammad is conceived as the primordial substance from which 
the entire cosmos derives its existence. Anthony Johns argues that 
this concept was introduced into Java by the Walisongso, who 
communicated it through symbolic forms readily intelligible to 
Javanese audiences, including narratives of cosmic origin structurally 

analogous to Nur Muhammad as the source of creation.22 The Tuh }fah 
elaborates this mystical orientation further through its exposition of 
the Martabat Tujuh (Seven Dignities), a metaphysical schema within 
Sufism that maps the stages of creation and articulates the 
relationship between God as absolute substance and the manifest 
universe. Through the Martabat Tujuh, a Sufi practitioner seeks the 

realization of Wah }dat al-Wujūd (the unity of existence), in which all 
things are understood to originate from and remain ontologically 
dependent upon God.  

Mystical elements in Javanese Islamic thought are further 
documented in Pitutur Sunan Kudus, a manuscript housed in the Leiden 
University Library under code Lor 3050 in the Rutgers collection. 
Believed to have been composed in the 17th century and recovered 
from the east coast of Java, this work does not represent the direct 
writings of Sunan Kudus but rather a record of his attributed 
teachings. This distinction is significant, given that Sunan Kudus has 
conventionally been characterized in the secondary literature as a 
defender of Sharia. The following passage appears in the manuscript: 

 
21 “Tuhfah - Code Lor. 5594,” 43. 
22 Anthony H. Johns, “The Role of Sufism in the Spread of Islam in Indonesia,” 
Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain & Ireland 2 (1961); Johns, “The Role 
of Sufism in the Spread of Islam to Malaya and Indonesia.” 
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Figure 1: Manuscript passage explaining the doctrine of  Wujud Tunggal 
(Oneness of  Being) 

Punika kawikanana wirasaning Wujud Tunggal kawikanana 
satuhune ananing pangeran sedaya qurba muwah namanira 
lawan sifatira kabeh iku wujud tunggal tan kakalih.23  
“This is the teaching of the essence of the Oneness of 
Being, the true nature of the existence of all creation, 
the nearness, the names, and the attributes. All of this 
constitutes the Oneness; there is no duality.” 
The passage articulates Wujud Tunggal (Oneness of Being), 

which in the vocabulary of Islamic theology corresponds to tawhid, the 
absolute unity of God admitting no partner. The text proceeds to 
clarify that God’s attributes, though exalted and categorically unlike 
created things, are not external to the soul’s authentic nature. 
Accordingly, while God remains ontologically distinct from all else, 
God is nonetheless present within the believer. This position is 
elaborated in the following statement: 

 

Figure 2: Manuscript excerpt describing the divine attributes and the unity of  the 
Divine Essence 

 
23 “Pitutur Sunan Kudus,” unpublished manuscript, n.d. 
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Punika kawikanana setuhuning yen sifating pangeran Maha Mulya, 
Maha Luhur, Maha Suci. Tak kadi suwiji-wiji, mapan ananira jati 

sukma.24  
“This is the essence of truth: the nature of the Most 
Glorious, Most Noble and Most Pure Lord is like a single 
seed, firmly established in the true essence and soul.” 

The assertion that God resides within the believer’s eyelashes 
introduces the doctrine of fanā’ as theorized in Sufi thought, most 
prominently in the framework of Abu Yazid al-Bustami. In the state 
of fanā’, the human subject is absorbed into God to such a degree that 
divine presence fills the entirety of the concussion experience. This is 
the condition expressed in al-Bustami’s celebrated utterance “Laysa fī 
al-jubbatī illā Allah” (“There is nothing in this robe except Allah”).25 
The passage also bears the structural signature of pantheism as 

systematized in Ibn Arabi’s doctrine of Wah }dat al-Wujūd (the unity of 
all existence). In this framework, God is the Absolute Being (al-Wujūd 

al-Mut }laq), the singular source of all that exists; nothing other than 
God processes genuine ontological status in its own essence. God is a 
singular, indivisible Being, unconstrained by time or space, and all 
existence is intelligible only in relation to God. The material world 
constitutes a reflection or manifestation of the divine reality.26 This 
doctrine implies that God is simultaneously immanent in the world 
and present within the human person, to the point that the boundary 
between them appears to dissolve. When a human being attains 
sufficient depth of spiritual understanding, God becomes perceptible 
in all things, including within the self,27 which Carl W. Ernst has 
characterized as an ecstatic expression.28  

Mystical dimensions are equally present in Primbon Jawa Abad 
16, a manuscript held in the Leiden Universiteit Library under catalog 
code Or. 7535, discussed by J.G.H. Gunning in Een Javaansch Geschrift 
uit de 16de Eeuw, Handelingen over den Mohammedansche Goddienst. Dated 

 
24 Ibid., 27. 
25 Annemarie Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1975), 51; Reynold A. Nicholson, The Mystics of Islam 
(London: Arkana, 1975), 115. 
26 Ibn `Arabi, al-Futūh }āt al-Makkīyah, ed. Osman Yahya (Cairo: Dār al-S{adīr, 1968). 
27 Simuh, Mistik Islam Kejawen Raden Ngabehi Ranggawarsita (Kepustakaan Populer 
Gramedia, 2021), 84. 
28 Carl W. Ernest, Words of Ecstasy in Sufism (New York: State University of New 
York Press, 1985), 9. 
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tentatively to the 16th century, this manuscript is historically 
significant because that century corresponds directly to the period of 
Walisongo’s missionary activity. Despite its predominant concern 
with foundational Islamic doctrine, the text contains explicit mystical 
content, as the following passage demonstrates: 

 

Figure 3: Manuscript excerpt on the doctrine of  divine unity, emphasizing the 
transient nature of  creation and the eternal reality of  God 

Ngendika Gusti Allah ing dalem kurang kangkume utawi wong 
ngaku wahid iku musti kungkume. Ngendika setengah wali khos 
kang luwih agung derajate mungguh Allah mengkene. Mengkeneya 
Gusti pangeran kula, punawa kang tekade ngelmu, mangka ngendika 
Gusti Alloh. Sung alam kang aran hakekating ngelmu iku, wong 
kang bodho ing ngelmu tegese ora ngaku duwe ngelmu menika Iman 
Ibn Abbas ora nana kang wus pinasthi wujude ning Alloh ing dalem 
desa rara iku wujud liya ora anging wujude pangeran dhewe kang 
satuhune barang kang mawujud sekabehe iku ngadam satemene, 
anging wujude Allah kqng ora kena ngadam. Angandika imam 
laludin, ingkang sinurahmat dening Alloh, mengkene pangendikane, 
utawi sekabehane ngalam iku tunggal, ora nana wujud liya ananing 
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Allah kang mawujudaken, lan sabah paningalan iki kabeh, iku ana 

ora nana kang mawujudaken anging Allah dhewe.29  
“God said that in this world, those who claim Oneness must 
indeed be one. God spoke through the wali khos (elect saints) 
who hold the highest rank before God. My Lord says that 
the essence of knowledge is as follows. The world calls the 
true essence of knowledge like a person ignorant in 
knowledge, meaning one who does not claim to possess 
knowledge. Imam Ibn Abbas declared that nothing is fixed 
or permanent in existence, except God. In this world, all 
forms are transient; only the form of God is the ultimate 
reality, and everything that has come into existence is in truth 
nonexistent, except for God’s Being, which cannot cease. 
Imam Jalaluddin, blessed by God's mercy, stated that the 
entire universe is singular; there is no other form of existence 
except what God has manifested, and everything perceived in 
this world has only one origin, which is the sole 
manifestation of God.” 

The phrase utawi sakabehane ngalam iku tunggal, ora nana wujud liya 
ananging Allah kang mawujudaken directly invokes the doctrine of 

Wah }dat al-Wujūd as articulated by Ibn Arabi.30 The premise that the 
universe is singular in form, that form being God, entails that all other 
appearances are derivative shadows whose existence is constitutively 
dependent on the singular form. In Javanese, conceptual terms, this 
ontological position corresponds to Manungaling Kawula Gusti. 

The same text also cites the position of Abu Yazid al-Bustami, 
whose teaching on fanā’ (annihilation) and baqā’ (subsistence) 
represents one of the most systematic articulations of Sufi mystical 
doctrine: 

 
29 “Primbon Jawa Abad Ke-16 - Code Or. 7535,” Leiden: Leiden University Library, 
n.d., Code Or. 7535. 
30 This concept suggests that the ultimate reality of all existence is one, namely God. 
In other words, everything that exists in the universe is basically a manifestation of 
one Divine Being. Happiness can be achieved when one can merge with that 
ultimate form. 
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Figure 4: Manuscript excerpt emphasizing complete reliance on God, spiritual 
detachment, and the exclusive sovereignty of  Allah. 

Angandika Imam Abu Bakar sinung rahmat dening Alloh mengkene 
“ora pisan-pisan ngrasa bisa nembah ingsun ing pangeran, kale ngalap 
kapepak kalawan wirnaning tangat, kang ora nana luwih adoh ingsun 
ing pangeran, kalawan ing ngelakoni maksiat, anging Ya Alloh kang 
ngadohaken, kang marepaken, krana ora nana kang kuwasa, ya 
amung Alloh dhewe, kang kuwasa ngagem sakarsane, lan ora nana 
maneh kaduwe iku, anging Alloh kang duweni. Ngandika Imam Abu 
Yazid, kang wus sinusekaken rohe dening Gusti Alloh utawi aran 
hak iku kalawan mango tegese mutusaken saking barang liyane hak. 
Ngandika Gusti Alloh ana ing dalem hadis kudsi utawi sampun 
napekir, iku wong kang wis bisa mutusaken saking pekire, mangka 
ora nana prihatin, wong iku anging ingsun, krana ora nana liya anging 

iku lan ora nana kang duweni anging Alloh”.31  
“Imam Abu Bakar said, as granted by Allah: ‘Never once did 
I feel capable of worshiping my Lord through my own effort, 
nor could I acquire any benefit through my own strength, for 
I am nothing before my Lord. Even in sin, it is only by the 

 
31 “Primbon Jawa Abad Ke-16 - Code Or. 7535.” 



 

 

Beyond the Sharia-Mysticism Divide: Wali Agency and the Vernacularization of Islam  
in Javanese Manuscripts of the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries 

Volume 16, Issue 1, June 2026  43 

will of Allah that I stray or return, for there is no power 
except Allah alone, who acts according to His will. There is 
no other power; it belongs only to Allah.’ Imam Abu Yazid, 
whose soul has been affirmed by Allah, or who is known as 
hak, meaning one who has separated himself from all things 
other than the truth, said: Allah declared in the sacred hadith: 
“The person who has severed themselves from their 
attachments has completed their obligations; once 
completed, they have no further concerns. That person is 
truly Mine, for there is no other, and only Allah holds 
ownership.’” 

This passage encodes the doctrine of voluntary poverty (faqr), a 
foundational principle within Islamic mystical practice. In this 
framework, the Sufi deliberately severs attachment to the material 
world to draw as close to God as ontologically possible, to the point 
of merger. The material world is treated as an impediment to the 
human-divine relationship rather than a neutral medium within it. 
This orientation recalls the early Sufi practice of wearing coarse wool 

(s}ūf) as a material expression of rejection of the silk garments 
associated with worldly wealth, a rejection understood as an 
affirmation of exclusive devotion to God. 

 

Figure 5: Primbon Jawa Abad ke-16 (31).32 
 

32 Ibid. 
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The cited passage explains that Adam (man) was created from 
four elements: earth, fire, wind, and water. The divine element, by 
contrast, consists of five components: nur (light), rasa (feeling), roh 
(spirit), nafsu (desire), and budi (intellect). The text then proceeds to an 
account of the opening of the mahligai (pavilion) within Baitul Makmur. 

Sejatine ingsun anata malige hana sajroning baetal Makmur iku omah 
ingsung jumeneng ana ing sirahing Adam, kang ana sajroning sirah 
iku dimak, iya iku utek, kang ana antaraning utek iku manik, 
sajroning manik iku budi, sajroning budi iku nepsu, sajroning nepsu 

iku sukma, sajroning sukma iku rasa, sajroning ra iku ingsun.33  
“Truly, I have arranged a dwelling place inside the 
prosperous heart. This home of Mine stands at the head of 
Adam. Within the head is the brain; inside the brain is the 
pearl, meaning wisdom: within the pearl is the mind; within 
the mind is desire; within desire is the soul; within the soul is 
feeling; and within feeling is Me.” 

The passage articulates the doctrine of divine immanence 
within the human person: God resides at the innermost layer of 
human interiority. This position recalls al-Hallaj’s account of the 
commingling of God’s spirit with the human spirit, an 
interpenetration he rendered through the metaphor of water and 
wine, mixed to the point where the two can no longer be 
distinguished or separated. 

Taken together, the textual evidence surveyed above 
consistently indicates that the 16th and 17th centuries, the period most 
directly associated with the Walisongo’s Islamization of Java, were 
characterized by a pronounced orientation toward mystical tradition 
rather than toward juridical orthodoxy. The prevailing scholarly 
impression that the period was dominated by Sharia-centered 
religious thought requires critical reassessment. Where such an 
impression has been sustained, it appears to be partly an artifact of 
later political interference in the religious discourse, through which 
rulers periodically deployed the authority of orthodoxy to delegitimize 
and suppress teachings categorized as heterodox, including Javanese 
Islamic mysticism. 

 
 
 

 
33 Ibid. 
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Javanese Islamic Mysticism and the Production of Knowledge 
Space 

The relocation of political authority from Demak to Pajang in 
the sixteenth century constituted more than a geographical transfer of 
power. It marked a substantive cultural reorientation, specifically a 
transition from the maritime cosmopolitanism characteristic of 
Demak as a coastal polity to the agrarian orientation embedded in 
Pajang as an inland center.34 The new ruling establishment in Pajang 
exhibited little interest in sustaining maritime commerce. Instead, the 
Pajang Sultanate redirected its political energies inward, consolidating 
authority over the Javanese interior and aligning its governing logic 
with the social and economic structure of agrarian life. 

Agrarian societies of this type are organized around agricultural 
production as the primary basis of subsistence and social 
reproduction. The cultivation of rice in irrigated fields (sawah) defines 
the material and symbolic horizon of such communities. Rice-field 
communities are sedentary by necessity, generating dense settlements, 
elaborating social networks, and cultivating collective solidarity as a 
structural feature of communal life. Land capable of sustaining rice 
cultivation is treated as a strategic resource that organizes and 
maintains social order. The spatial logic of the sawah tradition 
embodies what may be described as a “large unity controlled by one 
main character,” a configuration in which a dominant political core 
regulates social organization and commands the distribution of 
significant material resources.35 Within this agrarian framework, the 
imperative of centralized power was not merely a political preference 
but a structural necessity, one that contributed substantially to the 
territorial consolidation of Java under a unified political order.36  

The political philosophy of centralized power, arranged in a 
concentric-hierarchical configuration and rooted in the sawah 
tradition, is analytically inseparable from the concept of Manunggaling 
Kawula-Gusti, the unity of servant and God, formulated as “man in 
God” or “true unity with God.” This concept rests on the principle 

 
34 Chinanti Safa Camila and Hudaidah Hudaidah, “Sejarah Kesultanan Pajang Masa 
Pemerintahan Sultan Hadiwijaya (1549-1582),” Sindang: Jurnal Pendidikan Sejarah dan 
Kajian Sejarah 4, no. 1 (2022): 58–65, https://doi.org/10.31540/sindang.v4i1.1200. 
35 Hafid Setiadi et al., “Produksi Ruang Kekuasaan di Pulau Jawa Abad Ke-16-17 
dan Dampaknya pada Pertumbuhan Kota,” Majalah Geografi Indonesia 31, no. 2 
(2017): 8, https://doi.org/10.22146/mgi.26103. 
36 Ibid. 
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that the king, as the earthly incarnation of the divine, functions as the 
primary mediator of harmony between the divine order (macrocosm) 
and the human world (microcosm). In the early 16th and 17th 
centuries, as Islamic teaching gained increasing purchase within the 
Javanese cultural system, the conception of kingship as divine 
incarnation underwent a partial and significant transformation: the 
king came to be understood not as God’s incarnation, but as God’s 
representative. The resurgence of agrarian primordialism and the 
reassertion of sawah-based social values reinforced this 
reconceptualization. The encounter among Islamic teaching, the 
Hindu-Javanese cultural inheritance, and the agrarian tradition 
ultimately generated the doctrinal synthesis expressed in Manunggaling 
Kawula-Gusti. 

This period was characterized by what may be described as the 
sustained effort to translate Islam into the conceptual core of 
Javanese culture. In the earlier phase, during the early fifteenth 
century, Islamic intellectual production was embedded in a 
cosmopolitan maritime context that yielded predominantly orthodox 
theological orientations.37 By the late fifteenth century and thereafter, 
a discernible shift toward heterodox Islamic thought began to emerge 
in Java, manifest in the sustained contact between Islamic mystical 
doctrine and indigenous Javanese mystical traditions.38  

The encounter between Islamic mysticism and Javanese 
mysticism within the structural frame of the agrarian sawah tradition 
produced the syncretic formation known as Javanese Islamic 
mysticism. The doctrinal content and symbolic vocabulary of the 
formation are extensively documented in Javanese Islamic works 
composed during the 16th and 17th centuries. These include Het Boek 

 
37 The orthodoxy of Javanese Islamic thought in the early 15th century CE can be 
seen in the Ferrara Kropak, an old manuscript held in the Ferrara Library in Italy, 
and the Leiden Library in the Netherlands. There is a debate about the authorship 
of the manuscript, which is thought to have been written in the early 15th century. 
Some say the oldest Javanese Islamic text was written by Maulana Malik Ibrahim 
(died 1419 AD); others argue it was written by Sunan Giri. See Syamsul Idul Adha, 
“Kropak Ferrara: Reconsidering The 16th Century Javanese Muslim Identity,” 
Tashwirul Afkar 40, no. 1 (2021): 67–98, https://doi.org/10.51716/ta.v40i1.45. 
38 Mysticism is the spiritual experience of a human being being as close to God as 
possible and even united with Him. This experience is subjective and difficult for 
others to communicate and replicate. See Rokhmah Ulfah, “Mistik Sunan Bonang,” 
Jurnal Theologia 24, no. 2 (2016): 139–62, 
https://doi.org/10.21580/teo.2013.24.2.331. 
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van Bonang, held at the Leiden Universiteit Library under catalog code 

Or. 192839; Tuh }fah40, the Javanese edition of Fadlullah al-Burhanpuri’s 

al-Tuh }fah al-Mursalah ilā Rūh} al-Nabī, preserved it in the Leiden 
University Library under catalog code Lor. 5594 in the Voorhove 
collection and under Lor. 3121 in the Poensen collection; Pitutur 
Sunan Kudus (Lor. 3050); Primbon Jawa Abad 16 (Lor. 7535)41; Suluk 
Sheikh Siti Jenar; Suluk Malang Sumirang; and related texts. Taken 
together, these works constitute a coherent corpus through which the 
intellectual and spiritual contours of Javanese Islamic mysticism can 
be systematically analyzed. 

 
Sufis as Transformation Agents of Javanese Islamic Synthetic 
Mysticism 

Robert Redfield’s theoretical framework posits that culture is a 
product of collective creation, sustained through a community’s 
capacity to maintain intensive communicative exchange with the 
intellectual currents that undergird it. Local culture persists, Redfield 
argues, when it engages in sustained dialogue with cultural centers 
beyond its own boundaries. Within this model, local culture 
constitutes the “little tradition”, while the incoming external culture 
constitutes the “great tradition.”42  

 
39 B.J.O. Shrieke named the manuscript Het Boek van Bonang because he believed 
it was written by Sunan Bonang, one of the most famous saints, to explain the 
advice of one of his teachers, Seh Bari. Shriecke’s opinion was rejected by Drewes, 
who argued that the manuscript was written by Sunan Bonang’s student Seh Bari. 
Hence, he titled the manuscript The Admonition of Seh Bari. See Abd Djalal, 
“Ajaran Tasawwuf dalam Pitutur Sheh Bari: Studi atas Buku The Admonation of Sheh 
Bari,” Lisan Al-Hal: Jurnal Pengembangan Pemikiran dan Kebudayaan 8, no. 1 (2014): 
129–38. 
40 A. H. Johns suggests that this Javanese Islamic work is widely spread in Java and 
Sumatra. The spread of these works in the Sumatra region is very likely closely 
related to the presence of mystical figures who lived there, namely Hamzah al-
Fansuri and Syamsuddin al-Sumaterani. See Anthony H. Johns, The Gift Addressed to 
the Spirit of the Prophet (Canberra: Australian National University, 1965), 22. 
41 J. G. H. Gunning, a Dutch scholar who has studied Javanese Islam, discusses this 
manuscript in his book entitled Een Javaansch Geschrift uit de 16de Eeuw, Handelingen 
over den Mohammedansche Goddienst. 
42 Robert Redfield, Peasant Society and Culture; an Anthropological Approach to Civilization, 
with Internet Archive (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1956), 
http://archive.org/details/peasantsocietycu00redf For the same meaning, Burke 
uses different terms, namely elite culture and popular culture. See Peter Burke, 
Popular Culture in Early Modern Europe (London: Routledge, 2017), 
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The productive dialectic between little and great tradition does 
not occur spontaneously. It requires culturally skilled agents capable 
of transforming and disseminating ideas in ways that generate 
intellectual synthesis rather than social rupture. Such agents must 
possess the capacity to build conceptual bridges across distinct 
cultural systems, forestalling the conflict that the unmediated 
encounter between two cultural entities might otherwise produce. It is 
precisely in this mediating function that cultural agents assume their 
most consequential role. 

Applied to the Javanese context of the sixteenth century, 
Redfield’s framework illuminates the structural tension between 
Hindu-Buddhist and Islamic Javanese formations, each with divergent 
traditions, cosmologies, and normative systems. Neither could readily 
assimilate the other without friction. The introduction of a new 
religion into a society already organized around an established 
religious order is structurally analogous to forcing one cultural system 
into another’s space. Without careful, strategically intelligent 
management, the da‘wah and large-scale propagation of Islam in Java 
carried the potential for significant cultural disruption and violence. 

Islamic proselytization in Java had, in fact, been conducted over 
an extended period through a fiqh-oriented approach. The results 
were largely unproductive. A fiqh-centered methodology, typically 
understood in its legal-formal and binary registers, creates conditions 
structurally prone to cultural conflict, as it tends to frame prior 
religious commitments as doctrinal error or invalidity. This approach 
was therefore difficult to sustain without producing precisely the 
cultural antagonism it was intended to overcome. The inadequacy of 
fiqh-oriented proselytization, however, did not imply the 
abandonment of fiqh altogether. Its doctrinal content remained part of 
the Islamic instructional corpus. What required revision with the 
mode of its transmission: fiqh could not be imposed coarsely upon 
communities whose existing religious convictions had deep historical 
and cultural roots. 

Given the limitations of a legally framed approach, mysticism 
emerged as the strategically superior alternative for bridging the 
cultural distance between Islam and Javanese religious life. Mysticism, 

 
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315246420. Meanwhile, Gullner uses the terms high 
tradition and low tradition. See Ernest Gellner, Menolak Postmodernisme (Bandung: 
Mizan, 1994). 
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understood as the core dimension of each tradition, constituted the 
most substantive point of convergence between Islamic Sufism and 
Javanese indigenous mysticism. The sustained encounter between 
these two mystical systems produced a new formation, which may be 
termed synthetic mysticism, concretely realized in Javanese Islamic 
mysticism. This observation is consistent with Annemarie Schimmel’s 
argument that a mystical dimension is present across all religious and 
cultural traditions, including Islam as it developed in Java. Schimmel 
identifies Sufism as the mystical science of Islam while simultaneously 
acknowledging analogous mystical currents in Christianity, Judaism, 
Buddhism, Confucianism, Shinto, and other traditions.43 The 
universality of the mystical impulse across cultural systems is precisely 
what made mysticism an effective instrument of cross-cultural 
synthesis. 

Bringing together the mystical cores of two distinct cultural 
traditions required agents of exceptional intellectual and cultural 
competence. This mediating role was performed in Java between the 
15th and 17th centuries by Sufi preachers known as wali. Among these 
figures, the Walisongo44 are recognized as the principal architects of 
Java’s Islamization. Beyond their role as tenacious proselytizers, these 
figures occupied prominent positions within organized Sufi networks. 
Ancient manuscripts preserved at the Leiden University Library 
record that several members of the Walisongo were active 

practitioners of the Akmaliyya, Shat }t}āriyya, and Qādiriyya tariqah 
orders.45 

Historical accounts indicate that in the sixteenth century, the 
Demak Mosque functioned as the central institution of Islamic 
cultural life in Java. It was there that the wali convened to discuss 

 
43 Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam, 4. 
44 Most Javanese people identify the Walisongo as follows: Maulana Malik Ibrahim, 
Sunan Ampel, Sunan Giri, Sunan Bonang, Sunan Drajat, Sunan Kalijaga, Sunan 
Muria, Sunan Kudus, and Sunan Gunung Jati. Meanwhile, an old manuscript saved 
with Lor 7407 includes different names, namely Sunan Mejagung, Sunan Lemah 
Abang, Sunan Geseng, Sunan Tembayat and Sunan Atas Angin. 
45 Some of these manuscripts even inform us about the lineage of the saints, 
including the lineage from Maulana Maghribi to Sunan Giri, to Sunan Bonang to 
Sunan Kalijaga. There is also a manuscript that explains the lineage from Sunan 
Kalijaga to Sunan Kudus. See “Akmaliyya: Leiden Or. 7777,” unpublished 
manuscript, n.d, 96–98; “Shatariyya: Or. 7385,” unpublished manuscript, n.d.; 
“Qadiriyya: Or. 12588,” unpublished manuscript, n.d. 
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mysticism.46 Established in the second half of the fifteenth century, 
this mosque served as the primary forum for Sufi preachers to discuss 
religious questions, including Sufism and mysticism.47 While certain 
quarters rejected these discussions as departures from Islamic 
orthodoxy, it is highly probable that the walī were thoroughly 
acquainted with core Sufi concepts such as al-fanā’, al-baqā’, and al-

ittih }ād, doctrines first systematically developed by Abū Yazīd al-

Bust }āmī (d. 261 AH/875 CE). 
The wali were acutely aware of the structural difficulty of 

spreading Islam among a society already organized around a well-
established religious order backed by entrenched political authority. 
The records of Admiral Cheng Ho’s seventh voyage to Java in 1431 
to 1433 CE confirm that, as late as the first half of the fifteenth 
century, Islam had achieved only limited penetration among the 
Javanese population.48 The majority of Javanese society at the time 
adhered to either animism and dynamism49 or to Hinduism and 
Buddhism, both of which had been institutionally embedded in Java 
for several centuries. A frontal and culturally insensitive approach to 
religious conversion in such conditions would predictably generate 
psychological resistance and physical violence. The historical 
underperformance of earlier Islamic proselytization efforts in Java is 
therefore most plausibly explained by the inadequacy of the strategic 
frameworks employed. The resolution of this problem lies in 
identifying an approach capable of producing genuine cross-cultural 
synthesis rather than cultural displacement. Mystical teaching, 

 
46 Graaf and Pigeaud, Kerajaan-Kerajaan Islam Pertama di Jawa: Kajian Sejarah Politik 
Abad ke-15 dan ke-16, 43. 
47 It is rumored that the Great Mosque of Demak was founded by the saints several 
years before the establishment of the Demak Sultanate in the second half of the 
15th century. As a mark of respect for the saints who founded it, the mosque 
remains the center of religious life in Java after the collapse of the Islamic kingdom. 
See Ibid., 51. 
48 Agus Sunyoto, Atlas Wali Songo: buku pertama yang mengungkap Wali Songo sebagai 
fakta sejarah (Kerjasama Pustaka IIMaN, Trans Pustaka, dan LTN PBNU, 2012), 31. 
49 Animism is the belief in the existence of spirits that reside in certain objects. 
Dynamism is the belief in the existence of energy or power that can affect the 
success or failure of human endeavors in life. There are supernatural powers 
entrenched in certain objects that can help them. See Ening Herniti, “Kepercayaan 
Masyarakat Jawa terhadap Santet, Wangsit, dan Roh Menurut Perspektif Edwards 
Evans-Pritchard,” Thaqafiyyat: Jurnal Bahasa, Peradaban dan Informasi Islam 13, no. 2 
(2012): 384–400. 
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recognizable across virtually all cultural formations, presented 
precisely this kind of convergent framework. Across traditions, 
mystical teaching shares structural affinities: an emphasis on 
simplicity, withdrawal from material preoccupation (zuhd), moral 
formation, and the orientation of religious practice toward proximity 
to the divine. 

The Sufi preachers who assumed the status of wali in Java 
accordingly formulated a conceptual framework for Islamic mysticism 
that was simultaneously integrated with Javanese mystical traditions. 
They introduced the mystical dimension of Islam in terms calibrated 
to supersede, or at minimum, productively engage, the mystical 
practices already embedded in Javanese religious life.50 Their capacity 
to foreground the justice and ethical coherence of Islam at both the 
legal and moral levels facilitated the penetration of Islam across all 
strata of Javanese society. Their strategic presentation of Islam as 
harmonious with local cultural life enabled the transformation of 
Javanese religious identity. Rather than dismantling local traditions, 
they Islamized them, infusing indigenous cultural practices with 
Islamic meaning and value while avoiding direct confrontation. 
Michael Laffan’s assessment corroborates this point: the successful 
Islamization of Java cannot be explained without accounting for the 
Walisongo’s deployment of indigenous artistic and performative 
media, including wayang, gamelan, tembang, and suluk, as vehicles for 
Islamic instruction delivered in local idioms.51  

The emergence of Sufi preachers as recognized Javanese Wali 
from the fifteenth century onward brought Sufi Islamic aspirations to 
Javanese communities with a clarity and memorability that previous 
approaches had not achieved. Their use of local cultural instruments 
to communicate da‘wah content attracted Javanese attention to the 
new religion from the Arabian Peninsula. Although this strategy 
sometimes exposed the wali to accusations of teaching syncretism, the 
deliberate alignment of Islamic Sufism with indigenous mystical and 
cultural elements was, in practice, the determining factor in the 
success of Javanese Islamization.52  

 
50 Ali Hasymy, Sejarah Masuk dan Berkembangnya Islam di Indonesia (Bandung: Al-

Maʹarif, 1989), 147. 
51 Michael Laffan, Sejarah Islam di Nusantara (Yogyakarta: Bentang Pustaka, 2015), 7–
8. 
52 Badlihisham Mohd Nasir and Othman Haji Talib, “Tasawuf dalam Gerakan 
Dakwah Tanahair,” Jurnal Usuluddin 18 (2003): 1–24. 



 

 

Abdul Djamil and Akhmad Arif Junaidi 

Teosofi: Jurnal Tasawuf dan Pemikiran Islam 52 

The strategic deployment of Islamic mysticism as the primary 
instrument of proselytization was not without its theoretical 
grounding. Antonio Johns links the rise of Islamic mysticism in Java 
from the 15th century onward to the fall of the Abbasid Caliphate in 
Baghdad in 1258 CE. In Western scholarly analysis, the fall of 
Baghdad produced the collapse of Islamic political unity, which 
subsequently required reconstruction.53 Islamic mysticism, in this 
reading, functioned as a mechanism for rebuilding cohesive Islamic 
identity across fragmented political conditions. The historical record 
supports the conclusion that Islamic proselytization in Java showed 
limited results until Sufi mystical teaching was introduced as the 
primary mode of engagement. Javanese interest in Islam became 
substantive precisely when Sufism was foregrounded, given its 
structural resonance with religious and cosmological frameworks that 
Javanese communities had previously inhabited. Johns accordingly 
concludes that the Islamization of the Nusantara in general and Java 
in particular was principally the achievement of organized Sufi 
groups, which explains why mysticism, including heterodox and 
pantheistic forms, occupied a central position in Javanese Islamic 
society from the fifteenth century onward.54  

From the late fourteenth century onward, and particularly 
during the 16th and 17th centuries, Sufism, as the mystical dimension 
of Islam, played a foundational role in the history, religion, and 
culture of the Nusantara, including Java. Sufi teaching proved most 
compatible with the mentality and spiritual dispositions of regional 
populations. The spirit of tolerance characteristic of Sufi practice, 
combined with the rhetorical and interpersonal skill of its preachers, 
enabled Islam to appeal across social strata, from intellectual and 
aristocratic elites to common people, facilitating its gradual but 
thoroughgoing reception in Java.55 The wali of Java spread Islam with 
strategic brilliance, and the large-scale conversion of Javanese people 
from their prior religious commitments to Islam occurred most 
notably during the 15th to 17th centuries. 

The success of the Javanese wali in carrying out Islamic 
proselytization is therefore inseparable from their capacity to present 

 
53 Johns, “Muslims, Mystics and Historical Writing,” 41. 
54 Graaf and Pigeaud, Kerajaan-Kerajaan Islam Pertama di Jawa: Kajian Sejarah Politik 
Abad ke-15 dan ke-16, 45. 
55 V. I. Braginskii, Tasawuf dan Sastera Melayu: Kajian dan Teks-Teks, with 
Rijksuniversiteit te Leiden (Jakarta: RUL, 1993), ix. 



 

 

Beyond the Sharia-Mysticism Divide: Wali Agency and the Vernacularization of Islam  
in Javanese Manuscripts of the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries 

Volume 16, Issue 1, June 2026  53 

Sufi teaching in terms that found genuine equivalents in the religious 
and cosmological frameworks of the Javanese people. The Islam that 
developed during the 15th to 17th centuries was fundamentally mystical 
in orientation rather than orthodox in its adherence to rigid legal 
formalism.56 The wali recognized that a mystically oriented Islam was 
better positioned to accommodate Javanese cultural and cosmological 
commitments, thereby minimizing the risk of cultural conflict.57 This 
assessment aligns with Mark R. Woodward’s observation that Islam 
penetrated rapidly and deeply into Javanese cultural structures 
because it was adopted by the court as the top doctrinal basis of a 
theocratic state. Mystical Islam constituted the core of state religious 
practice and the ideology of kingship, functioning simultaneously as 
the model for popular religious life. This dual function enabled the 
Javanese to sustain a productive balance between the legal and 
mystical dimensions of Islamic practice.58 

The priority the wali assigned to mystical teaching in their da‘wah 
activity did not entail neglecting or abandoning Sharia. They 
continued to transmit Sharia teaching and remained committed 
defenders of Islamic law. What distinguished their approach was the 
refusal to deploy Sharia in a coercive, juridically absolutist manner 
that delegitimized prior Javanese religious convictions. They chose to 
foreground the mystical teachings of Islam, which shared substantive 
structural parallels with Javanese mystical traditions, rather than 
imposing fiqh in its undiluted form.59 The transmission of fiqh content 
proceeded incrementally, embedded in mystical instruction and 
delivered through creative media that engaged Javanese cultural 
sensibilities.60 This transmission was also conducted in a manner that 

 
56 Clifford Geertz, Abangan, Santri, Priyayi dalam Masyarakat Jawa (Jakarta: Pustaka 
Jaya, 1983), 17. 
57 Nurul Milah and Ali M. Abdillah, “Analisis Proses Islamisasi dan Perkembangan 
Keilmuan Di Jawa Era Walisongo Abad XV - XVI M,” Jurnal Penelitian, 
Pengembangan Pembelajaran dan Teknologi (JP3T) 1, no. 3 (2024): 135–42, 
https://doi.org/10.61116/jp3t.v1i3.279. 
58 Mark R. Woodward, Islam Jawa: Kesalehan Normatif Versus Kebatinan (Yogyakarta: 
LKiS Pelangi Aksara, 2004), 9. 
59 Mohammad Lukman Chakim and Muhammad Habib Adi Putra, “Studi 
Perjumpaan Aliran Mistik Kejawen dan Mistik Islam,” Spiritualita 7, no. 2 (2023): 
112–24, https://doi.org/10.30762/spiritualita.v7i2.1356. 
60 To convey these fiqh and mystical teachings, the saints made creative media that 
were in harmony with the developing traditions so that the Javanese people became 
interested in paying attention to them. An example is Sunan Kalijaga, who chose to 
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avoided direct confrontation with the Javanese people’s existing 
religious commitments.61 

The wali thus occupied a double position simultaneously. On 
one hand, they were defenders and practitioners of Sharia. On the 
other hand, they were active participants in established Sufi tariqah 

traditions, including the Akmaliyya, Shat }t}ariyya, Qādiriyya orders. The 
Javanese Islamic manuscript record indicated that the wali not only 
practiced but possessed a sophisticated understanding of Islamic 
mystical doctrines that shared significant structural affinities with 
Javanese mysticism. 

This evidence directly challenges the assumption, prevalent in 
prior scholarship, that the wali were categorically opposed to and 
actively suppressed the Javanese Islamic mystical tradition. The 
present study establishes, on the contrary, that the Sufi preachers who 
became the recognized saints of Java were simultaneously teachers of 
Islamic law and practitioners of mystical doctrine. 

Against this background, the historical accounts of the wali 
council’s decision to sentence Siti Jenar, Ki Ageng Pengging, 
Pangeran Panggung, Amongraga, and others to death62 require 
substantive reinterpretation. These narratives should not be read as 
evidence that the wali rejected Javanese Islamic mystical teaching in its 
entirety. They must instead be situated within the political context of 
maintaining the stability of Islamic governmental authority. The 
imposition of capital punishment on the proponents of Manunggaling 
Kawula-Gusti was, on this reading, primarily a political calculation 

 
use shadow puppets as a medium for preaching. See Failasuf Fadli, “Media Kreatif 
Walisongo dalam Menyemai Sikap Toleransi Antar Umat Beragama di Jawa,” Al-
Tadzkiyyah: Jurnal Pendidikan Islam 10, no. 2 (2020): 287–302, 
https://doi.org/10.24042/atjpi.v10i2.5062. 
61 To maintain harmony and not hurt the feelings of the Javanese people who were 
previously Hindu, Sunan Kudus taught not to slaughter cows that were sacred to 
the Hindu community. Sunan Kudus also ordered the construction of a mosque 
that used the temple architectural style widely used by the Hindu community. See 
Ibid. 
62 The story of the execution of Sheikh Siti Jenar and Ki Ageng Pengging is told in 
Babad Tanah Jawi, which has many different versions. Meanwhile, the story of the 
death sentence on Pangeran Panggung is told in Suluk Malang Sumirang. While the 
story of the death sentence on Sheikh Amongraga which takes place in the 17th 
century AD is told in Serat Centhini.  
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rather than a theological condemnation of heterodox doctrine.63 The 
concern that motivated these decisions was the potential for Javanese 
Islamic mystical teaching to generate mass disobedience, thereby 
destabilizing the political foundations of the Islamic state. 

 
Concluding Remarks 

This study yields two principal conclusions. First, mystical 
teachings centered on the doctrine of Manunggaling Kawula-Gusti, the 
union of the servant with God, are not peripheral but constitute the 
dominant intellectual orientation across virtually all Javanese Islamic 
textual production of the 16th and 17th centuries. This pattern is 
consistently documented in Het Boek van Bonang (Or. 1928), Tuhfah 
(Lor. 5594), Pitutur Sunan Kudus (Lor. 3050), Primbon Jawa Abad 16 
(Lor. 7535), Suluk Sheikh Siti Jenar, Suluk Malang Sumirang, and related 
works. The pervasiveness of this mystical orientation across the 
corpus challenges the prevailing scholarly assumption that the 
religious thought of this period was defined primarily by Sharia-
centered orthodoxy. 

Second, two interrelated structural factors account for the 
emergence and consolidation of Javanese Islamic mysticism as the 
defining feature of religious discourse in this body of texts. The first 
is geopolitical and cultural: the relocation of political authority from 
Demak to Pajang was not merely a territorial shift but a 
transformation of the cultural basis of power. The transition from a 
cosmopolitan coastal environment oriented toward maritime 
commerce to an inland agrarian society organized around wet-rice 
agriculture produced social and cosmological conditions particularly 
receptive to the doctrine of Manunggaling Kawula-Gusti. The 
hierarchical, centripetal logic of agrarian political culture reinforced 
the conceptual framework of servant-God unity, rendering it both 
socially intelligible and politically resonant. The second factor is the 
agency of the Sufi preachers, the Javanese wali, who served as 
deliberate and sophisticated agents of cultural transformation. Rather 
than imposing Islamic doctrine through juridical confrontation, the 
wali synthesized Islamic mysticism with indigenous Javanese mystical 
traditions, producing a distinctive form of synthetic mysticism that 

 
63 Saidah Difla Iklila, “Titik Temu Tasawuf dengan Tarekat Lokal di Indonesia,” 
Purwadita: Jurnal Agama dan Budaya 8, no. 1 (2024): 30–40, 
https://doi.org/10.55115/purwadita.v8i1.10. 
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served as an effective instrument of Islamization. This synthesis was 
neither accidental nor merely accommodationist: it reflected a 
calculated intellectual and pastoral strategy designed to bridge two 
distinct cultural formations without provoking the rupture that a 
strictly fiqh-oriented approach would likely have generated. 

These findings require a substantive revision of the scholarly 
characterization of the Javanese wali as exclusively Sharia-defending 
opponents of mysticism. The manuscript evidence examined in this 
study demonstrated that the wali occupied a dual and mutually 
reinforcing position: they were committed defenders of Islamic law 
and, simultaneously, practicing Sufis who engaged seriously with the 
mystical tradition and helped shape it. The Islamization of Java was 
achieved not despite this synthesis but through it. The 
vernacularization of Islam within Javanese cultural forms was the 
condition of possibility for the religion’s deep and durable penetration 
of Javanese society. This article, therefore, argues that any adequate 
account of Javanese Islamic intellectual history must take seriously the 
mystical tradition, not as a deviation from normative Islam, but as a 
structurally central dimension of how Islam was understood, 
practiced, and transmitted in Java during the 16th and 17th centuries. 
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