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Abstract: This study examines how embodied religious knowledge is
generated in Javanese Sufism through the dynamic interplay of bodily
practice, social articulation, and negotiated epistemic authority. Moving
beyond interpretations that reduce Sufi Kejawen to a syncretic culture, it
investigates how #rakat, selametan, rukun, and unggabh-ungenh function as
interconnected processes through which embodied religious knowledge is
produced, socially articulated, and legitimized. Using a hermeneutic-
ethnographic approach, the article was conducted within the Tarekat
Qadiriyyah wa Nagshbandiyyah (TQN) community in Indonesia through
three months of fieldwork involving 20 patticipants, in-depth interviews,
participant observation, and document analysis. The findings demonstrate
that tirakat generates embodied religious knowledge through disciplined
bodily practice, while communal rituals transform individual experience
into socially recognized meanings that subsequently acquire legitimacy
through ongoing negotiation with orthodox Islamic authority. The study
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proposes existential-practical hermeneutics as an analytical framework
explaining how embodiment, social articulation, and negotiated legitimacy
constitute an integrated process of epistemic authority formation in
Javanese Sufism, thereby advancing scholarship on embodied religion,
lived Islam, and contemporary Islamic authority.

Keywords: Javanese Sufism; Embodied Religious Knowledge; Epistemic
Authority; Lived Islam; Tirakat.

Introduction

Changes in contemporary Muslim religiosity are increasingly
reflected not only in transformations of ritual behavior but also in
shifts in the ways religious meaning is produced, negotiated, and
legitimized." Across diverse Muslim societies, religious authority no
longer derives exclusively from textual interpretation or institutional
mediation. Lived experience has become an important source through
which believers understand, validate, and embody religious truths.?
This development has encouraged a growing body of scholarship that
treats practice and experience not merely as consequences of doctrine
but as active sites of meaning-making.” Within contemporary Sufi
studies, religious practices are therefore approached as dynamic
processes through which individuals engage with tradition, construct

1" M. Mukhibat, M. Sutoyo, and Nurul Azizah, “Ruwatan, Acculturation, and
Strengthening Prophetic Values: A Study of the Magetan Community,” Journal of
Istamic ~ Thonght  and — Civilization 15, no. 2 (2025):  455-72,
https://doi.otg/10.32350/jitc.152.25; Thijl Suniet, The Making of Islamic Authority in
Europe’, in Imams in Western Europe: Developments, Transformations, and Institutional
Challenges, Ed. Mobammed Hashas et AL, (Taylor and Francis), ahead of print, 2025,
https://doi.otg/10.5117/9789462983830/CHO3; Hassam Ahmad Hashmi Hassam
Ahmad Hashmi, “From Localization to Globalization: Modern Cultural
Hybridizationof Centralized Sunni Islamic Indigenous Values,” FWU Journal of Social
Sciences, December 25, 2025, 78,
https://doi.org/10.51709/19951272/Winter2025/7.

2 Khalilullah Amin Ahmad et al, “Living Qut’an and Hadith in Contemporaty
Muslim Scholarship: A Systematic Literature Review of Takhrij Practices and
Ahkam Hadith Analysis,” International Journal of Drug Delivery Technology 16, no. 9s
(Match 2026), https://doi.org/10.25258/ijddt.16.9s.8.

3 Nancy T. Ammerman, “Rethinking Religion: Toward a Practice Approach,”
American  Journal — of  Sociology 126, no. 1  (July  2020):  6-51,
https://doi.org/10.1086/709779; Samuli Schielke, “Second Thoughts about the
Anthropology of Islam, or How to Make Sense of Grand Schemes in Everyday
Life,” State Religion and Church in Russia and Worldwide 41, nos. 3—4 (2023): 30442,
https://doi.otg/10.22394/2073-7203-2023-41-3-4-304-342.
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spiritual subjectivities, and negotiate authority within broader social
and cultural settings.* Such a perspective invites a reconsideration of
how embodied religious knowledge is produced through everyday
acts of devotion and embodied engagement with the sacred.

These dynamics are particularly visible in the context of
Javanese Sufism, especially within traditions commonly identified as
Sufi Kejawen.” Existing scholarship has frequently interpreted
Javanese Sufism through the framework of syncretism, hybridity, or
deviation from normative Islamic orthodoxy. Consequently, practices
such as tirakat,’ selametan, and ethical values such as rukun® and unggah-
unggul’ have often been reduced to cultural residues or symbolic
adaptations. Classical studies of Javanese Islam have demonstrated
that these practices carry significant social, ethical, and cosmological

* Ayesha Khan, “What Is Post-Tariqa Sufism?,” in Contemporary British Muslim Arts
and Cultural Production, 1st ed., by Sadek Hamid and Stephen H. Jones (London:
Routledge, 2023), 58—67, https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003330714-7; Sacyd Rashed
Hasan Chowdury, “Sufism in Contemporary Contexts: Spirituality, Subjectivity, and
the Limits of Modern Rationality,” Mugot: Jurnal Imu-Ilmn Keislaman 50, no. 1 (2026):
1, https://doi.otg/10.30821/miqot.v50i1.1566; Ahmed Shabab, What Is Iskam?: The
Importance  of Being Islamic (Princeton University Press, 2015); Talal Asad,
“Anthropological Conceptions of Religion: Reflections on Geertz,” Man 18, no. 2
(June 1983): 237, https://doi.org/10.2307/2801433.

> Sufi Kejawen refers to a distinctive expression of Islamic Sufism that integrates
classical Sufi teachings with Javanese spiritual traditions and local cultural
symbolism. It represents a mode of spiritual practice grounded in inner mystical
experience and ethical self-cultivation, articulated through Javanese cosmological
and symbolic frameworks while remaining fundamentally oriented toward the
principle of fawhid (the absolute oneness of God).

¢ Tirakat denotes an ascetic discipline within the Javanese spiritual tradition that
emphasizes self-restraint, moral refinement, and inner purification. Its practices
commonly include voluntary fasting, reduced sleep, periods of seclusion, and
abstinence from worldly pleasures to cultivate spiritual awareness and ethical
discipline.

7 Selametan is a communal ritual in Javanese Muslim society that combines collective
prayer with the sharing of food to invoke divine blessing, protection, and social
harmony. Beyond its ritual dimension, it serves as a cultural mechanism for
reinforcing communal solidarity and maintaining balance among religious, social,
and cosmological life.

8 Rukun denotes a principle of harmonious living in social relations, emphasizing
concord, conflict avoidance, and collective tranquility.

O Unggah-unggnb refers to a system of etiquette in Javanese culture that regulates
behavior, language, and demeanor according to social context and hierarchy.
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meanings." Yet much of this literature remains primarily descriptive,
concentrating on ritual forms and symbolic representations rather
than examining how participants themselves generate, experience, and
validate religious meaning through these practices.

This tendency reveals a broader theoretical limitation within
studies of Kejawen and local forms of Sufism."" Anthropological
approaches have produced rich descriptions of ritual life and symbolic
systems, while normative Islamic studies have largely focused on
theological legitimacy and orthodoxy. Despite their contributions,
both perspectives often overlook the epistemological dimension of
religious practice itself. As a result, Javanese Sufism is often treated as
an epistemic tradition through which embodied religious knowledge is
produced and epistemic authority is negotiated. The central question
of how embodied experience becomes embodied religious knowledge
and epistemic authority remains insufficiently explored. This gap is
particularly  significant because many Kejawen practitioners
understand religious truth not solely through textual learning but
through processes of discipline, feeling, reflection, and direct spiritual
encounter.

To address this limitation, the present study draws upon
philosophical hermeneutics to examine the relationship between
practice, experience, and religious knowledge. Hans-Georg Gadamer
argues that understanding emerges through a historically situated
dialogue between the interpreter and tradition, a process he

10 Clifford Geettz, The Religion of Java (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976);
Mark Woodward, “Yogyakarta: Religion, Culture and Nationality,” in Java, Indonesia
and Islam, by Mark Woodward (Dordrecht: Springer Netherlands, 2011), 1-67,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-0056-7_1.

11 Zulfan Taufik and Syafwan Rozi, “Perennialism and the Religious Common
Platform of Mystical Tradition in Java,” Teosofia: Indonesian Journal of Islamic Mysticism
10, no. 2 (December 2021): 193-208, https://doi.org/10.21580/tos.v10i2.8439;
Amanah Nurish, “When Abangan Embraces Sufism: Religious Phenomenology to
Counter Radicalism in Contemporary Java,” Teosofi: Jurnal Tasawnf dan Pemikiran
Istam 11, no. 1 (June 2021): 2045, https://doi.org/10.15642/teosofi.2021.11.1.20-
45; Waryani Fajar Riyanto, “Revealing the Sanctity of the Eternal Cosmic Hierarchy:
A Comparative Analysis of Javanese Mysticism and Islamic Sufism,” Teosofi: Jurnal
Tasawuf  dan  Pemikiran — Islam 13, no. 2 (December 2023): 232-60,
https://doi.otg/10.15642/te0s0fi.2023.13.2.232-260; Muhammad Abdullah et al.,
“The Rambang Manuscript in Javanese Tradition: Sufism, Sectarian Negotiation,
and the Making of Tolerant Islam in Indonesia,” Journal of Al-Tamaddun 20, no. 2
(December 2025): 319-33, https://doi.org/10.22452/JAT.vol20n02.22.
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conceptualizes as the fusion of horizons."” Paul Ricoeur extends this
perspective by suggesting that meaning is continually appropriated
through interpretive engagement with lived realities and symbolic
action, allowing practice itself to be read as a “living text”."” Building
upon these insights, this article proposes existential-practical
hermeneutics as an analytical framework that treats religious practice
as a site where meaning is generated rather than merely expressed.
Such an approach enables the analysis of the ethical dispositions of
Kejawen rituals as epistemic processes through which practitioners
interpret, experience, and authenticate spiritual reality.

From this perspective, practices such as #rakat are understood
not simply as forms of ascetic discipline but as mechanisms for
producing embodied religious knowledge through bodily experience.
Likewise, selametan, rukun, and unggah-unggub serve not only as cultural
traditions but also as arenas in which social relations, moral values,
and religious authority are continuously negotiated. Rather than
viewing these practices as remnants of local culture, this study
approaches them as components of a coherent experiential
knowledge system grounded in ruso, reflection, and disciplined
practice. Such an interpretation shifts analytical attention from
cultural mixture to embodied religious knowledge, epistemic
authority, and meaning-making. It also provides an opportunity to
reassess how local Islamic traditions construct legitimacy beyond the
exclusive framework of textual authority.

This article investigates these issues through a qualitative-
interpretive study employing a hermeneutic-ethnographic orientation
within the Tarekat Qadiriyyah wa Nagshbandiyyah (TQN)
community in Kudus, Demak, and Grobogan, Central Java,
Indonesia. The study seeks to answer three interrelated questions:
how Javanese Sufi practices generate embodied religious knowledge,
how embodied religious knowledge is socially negotiated, and how

12 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method (New York: Seabury Press, 1975); Rasha
Alsaigh and Imelda Coyne, “Doing a Hermeneutic Phenomenology Research
Underpinned by Gadamer’s Philosophy: A Framework to Facilitate Data Analysis,”
International Journal of Qualitative Methods 20 (January 2021): 16094069211047820,
https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069211047820; Georgia Warnke and ed, Inberiting
Gadamer: New Directions in Philosophical Hermenentics (Edinburgh University Press,
2016).

13 Paul Ricoeur, Hemmeneutics and the Human Sciences: Essays on Language, Action and
Interpretation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981).
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embodied religious knowledge acquires epistemic authority through
engagement with orthodox Islamic authorities. The research involved
20 purposively selected participants and was conducted through three
months of fieldwork combining in-depth interviews, participant
observation, and documentary analysis. Dates were analyzed through
thematic interpretation, triangulation, and hermeneutic analysis within
the framework of existential-practical hermeneutics." The findings
demonstrate that embodied spiritual experience constitutes the
foundation of embodied religious knowledge, while simultaneously
revealing ongoing epistemological contestation between experiential
authority and textual orthodoxy.” By developing the concept of
existential-practical hermeneutics, this article contributes to
contemporary debates on embodied religious knowledge, lived Islam,
and the formation of epistemic authority in local Muslim contexts.

Embodied Religious Knowledge

The findings indicate that #rakat functions not merely as a form
of asectic discipline but as an epistemic practice through which
embodied religious knowledge is generated, cultivated, and
authenticated. Within the TQN community, embodied religious
knowledge is not primarily transmitted through textual instruction but
cultivated through sustained bodily disciplines such as fasting,
reduced sleep, silence, and self-restraint. The body, therefore,
occupies a central position in the production of embodied religious
knowledge. It is not simply the object of religious discipline, but the
medium through which embodied religious knowledge is cultivated
and validated. While scholarship on lived religion has highlighted the

14 John W. Creswell and David Creswell, Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and
Mixed Methods Approaches (United States: Sage Publications, 2017); Paul Regan,
“Hans-Georg Gadamer's Philosophical Hermeneutics: Concepts of Reading,
Understanding and Interpretation,” Meta: Research in Hermeneutics, Phenomenology, and
Practical Philosophy 4, no. 2 (2012): 286-303; Paul Ricoeur, Hermeneutics and the Human
Sciences:  Essays on  Language, Action and Interpretation (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1981); Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke, ‘“Reflecting on
Reflexive Thematic Analysis,” Qualitative Research in Sport, Exercise and Health 11, no.
4 (2019): 589-97, https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806.

15 John R. Bowen, A New Anthropology of Isiam, New Departures in Anthropology
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012),
https://doi.otg/10.1017/CBO9781139045988; Ammerman, “Rethinking Religion.”
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importance of practice in shaping religious experience,' the present
study demonstrates a further dimension: practice itself operates as a
mechanism for producing embodied religious knowledge. Embodied
religious knowledge is not merely expressed through ritual
performance; it is produced through disciplined bodily engagement
with spiritual practice.

Participants consistently described #rakat as the primary source
of embodied religious knowledge. One informant explained that
scriptural learning alone did not necessarily produce embodied
religious knowledge. In contrast, fasting and other forms of spiritual
discipline generated insights that appeared to arise from direct
experience rather than formal learning.”” Another participant similarly
reported that hunger and sleep deprivation intensified self-awareness,
transforming ordinary experiences into objects of deeper reflection.'
These narratives suggest that bodily disciplines create interpretive
conditions in which embodied religious knowledge emerges through
experience rather than solely through conceptual reasoning. This
pattern was further supported by participant observation, which
documented prolonged silence, reduced social interaction, and
heightened introspection during periods of #rakat. Community
records likewise indicate that #rakat is systematically incorporated into
the structure of 7iyadah, suggesting an organized process of cultivating
embodied religious knowledge through disciplined spiritual practice
rather than an occasional devotional practice.

Viewed through Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics, these
findings reveal that embodied religious knowledge is produced

16 Nancy T. Ammerman, “Rethinking Religion: Toward a Practice Approach,”
American  Jonrnal  of  Sociology 126, no. 1  (July 2020):  6-51,
https://doi.otg/10.1086/709779; Annemie Dillen, “Lived Religion En Theologie:
Betekenissen En Consequenties van de Studie van ‘Geleefde Religie,” T7jdschrift
Voor Theologie 57, no. 1 (2017): 60-78, https://doi.org/10.2143/TVT.57.1.3200337;
Tobias Braune-Krickau, “The Lived Religion of Social Welfare Work: Practical-
Theological Perspectives of Social Action,” Zeitschrift fiir Theologie nund Kirche 113, no.
4 (2016):  384-406, https://doiorg/10.1628,/004435416X14739280682292;
Meredith B. McGuire, Lived Religion: Faith and Practice in Everyday Life (Oxford
University Press, 2008),
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195172621.001.0001.

17 H. Sularno, “Interview,” January 2025, member of TQN, involved in the order
for 52 years.

18 K. Kamil, “Interview,” January 2025, member of TQN, involved in the order for
41 years.
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through participation in tradition rather than through detached
cognition.” Tirakat creates a practical context in which bodily
experience mediates the encounter between the practitioner and
inherited religious worlds. Islamic teachings, Javanese cosmological
assumptions, and communal memory are not simply received as
external traditions but become a source of embodied religious
knowledge through lived engagement. Embodied religious
knowledge, therefore, is not discovered as a fixed property embedded
within religious symbols. Instead, it emerges through an ongoing
interaction among embodied experience, historical consciousness, and
tradition. The significance of #rakat lies precisely in its capacity to
transform inherited religious symbols into personally embodied
religious knowledge through existential participation.

Ricoeur’s notion of appropriation further illuminates why
similar practices produce different forms of embodied religious
knowledge among participants.”’ Although practitioners engage in
comparable disciplines, they derive distinct forms of embodied
religious knowledge from their experiences. Some interpret #rakat as a
pathway toward intimacy with God, whereas others associate it with
emotional discipline, inner clarity, or heightened self-awareness. Such
variation indicates that embodied religious knowledge is neither
uniform nor universally transferable. It is shaped by the particular
experiential horizon through which individuals interpret their
encounters with the sacred. T7rakat, therefore, functions as what
Ricoeur describes as a living text: a practice whose significance is
continually reinterpreted through experience. Embodied religious
knowledge emerges not from the repetition of ritual acts themselves
but from the interpretive processes through which embodied practice
is appropriate as religious knowledge.

19 Paul Regan, “Hans-Georg Gadamet's Philosophical Hermeneutics: Concepts of
Reading, Understanding and Interpretation,” Meta: Research in Hermenentics,
Phenomenology, and Practical Philosophy 4, no. 2 (2012): 286-303; Rasha Alsaigh and
Imelda Coyne, “Doing a Hermeneutic Phenomenology Research Underpinned by
Gadamer’s Philosophy: A Framework to Facilitate Data Analysis,” Infernational
Journal  of  Qualitative  Methods 20  (January  2021):  16094069211047820,
https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069211047820.

20 Ricoeur, Hermenentics and the Human Sciences.
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Social Articulation of Embodied Religious Knowledge

If tirakat constitutes the bodily foundation of embodied
religious knowledge, then selametan, rukun, and unggah-unggnh represent
its social articulation. Through these social practices, embodied
religious knowledge is translated into collective forms of interaction,
negotiated within everyday relationships, and progressively legitimized
through communal participation. Harmony within Javanese Sufism is
therefore not a pre-given cultural condition, but an ongoing
achievement produced through ritual repetition and ethical discipline.
In this sense, social order is actively constructed through practices
that transform embodied religious knowledge into shared ethical
dispositions. While anthropological studies of ritual have long
emphasized its role in producing social cohesion,” and lived religion
scholarship has highlighted the centrality of practice in meaning-
making,” the present analysis underscores that such practices
simultaneously operate as mechanisms through which embodied
religious knowledge is socially negotiated, collectively recognized, and
gradually acquires epistemic authority.

Within this framework, rukun operates less as a normative ideal
than as a practical strategy for managing social fragility. Participant
accounts consistently emphasize that harmony does not require
consensus, but rather the capacity to prevent disagreement from
escalating into rupture. One informant noted that maintaining
relationships often requires restraint and selective compromise, even
in situations of disagreement.”” Another similarly explained that
conflicts are typically resolved through accommodation, in which one
party yields to preserve social continuity.”* These accounts suggest
that harmony is not passive equilibrium but a socially learned practice
of tension management. Field observations during selametan gatherings
further demonstrate that interaction is structured through subtle

21 Geertz, The Religion of Java.

22 Ammerman, “Rethinking Religion”; Annemie Dillen, “Lived Religion En
Theologie: Betekenissen En Consequenties van de Studie van ‘Geleefde Religie,”
Tijdschrift Voor Theologie 57, no. 1 (2017): 60-78,
https://doi.otg/10.2143/TVT.57.1.3200337; Kim Knibbe and Helena Kupari,
“Theorizing Lived Religion: Introduction,” Journal of Contemporary Religion 35, no. 2
(2020): 15776, https://doi.org/10.1080/13537903.2020.1759897.

23 Sukardi, “Interview,” January 2025, member of TQN, involved in the order for 9
years.

24 Ibid.
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forms of regulation, including controlled speech, indirect expression,
and affective restraint, all of which contribute to sustaining an
atmosphere of calibrated social balance.

From a theoretical perspective, these dynamics complicate
classical functionalist accounts of itual. Durkheim conceptualizes
ritnal as a mechanism for producing collective solidarity,” yet this
model tends to understate the ongoing negotiations and
microconflicts embedded in social cohesion. Bourdieu’s theory of
practice offers a more adequate analytical lens, as it conceptualizes
social order as the product of embodied dispositions reproduced
through everyday practice.” Within the context of Javanese Sufism,
selametan and rukun function as forms of habitus that structure
perception and behavior, enabling individuals to navigate social
complexity through learned patterns of restraint and adjustment.
Harmony, in this sense, constitutes the social condition through
which embodied religious knowledge is stabilized and transmitted
across the community.

A parallel mechanism operates through wnggabh-unggub, which
organizes social relations through subtle but persistent codes of
conduct. Participants consistently described etiquette not merely as
politeness but as a framework for evaluating moral character and
social worth. One informant observed that failing to understand
proper etiquette often leads to perceptions of moral deficiency within
the community.”” Another emphasized that individuals who
demonstrate mastery of #nggah-ungguh tend to receive greater trust and

2 A. E. Kapishin, “E. Durkheim’s Concept of Sacredness,” RUDN: Journal of
Sociology 22, no. 3 (2022): 489-502, https://doi.org/10.22363/2313-2272-2022-22-3-
489-502; Heidi A. Campbell and Pauline Hope Cheong, eds., The Oxford Handbook of
Digital ~ Religion, 1st ed. (Oxford University Press, 2024),
https://doi.otg/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197549803.001.0001; Lorenzo D’Orsi and
Fabio Dei, “What Is a Rite? Emile Durkheim, a Hundred Years Later,” Open
Information Science 2, no. 1 (2018): 115-26, https://doi.org/10.1515/0pis-2018-0009.
26 Fabien Eloire, “The Boutrdieusian Conception of Social Capital: A
Methodological Reflection and Application,” Forum for Social Economics 47, nos. 3—4
(October 2018): 32241, https://doi.org/10.1080/07360932.2015.1028084; Pierre
Bourdieu, “The Forms of Capital,” in Handbook of Theory and Research for the Sociology
of Bdncation, ed. John G. Richardson (New York: Greenwood Press, 1986), 241-58.
27 Sumadi, “Interview,” January 2025, ember of TQN, involved in the order for 5
years.
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recognition.”® These statements indicate that ethical comportment
functions as a socially distributed mechanism of evaluation. Within a
Bourdieusian framework, such mastery institutes symbolic capital that
enables embodied religious knowledge to be converted into social
recognition and epistemic authority.”

Spiritual interpretations of social harmony further reinforce the
moral dimension of these practices. Participants frequently relate
ethical conduct to the ideal of wanunggaling kawnla Gusti, understood as
an inner state of calmness that reduces emotional volatility and
strengthens patience. One informant described this condition as a
form of spiritual tranquility that diminishes resentment and fosters
restraint in interpersonal relations.” Such accounts suggest that
spiritual experience is not confined to interior subjectivity but is
translated into observable social dispositions. Ethical behavior thus
represents the social embodiment of embodied religious knowledge,
through which inner spiritual transformation becomes publicly
recognizable and socially legitimate.

This interrelation also positions Javanese Sufism within broader
Islamic epistemological discourse. Whereas eatlier scholarship often
framed Javanese Sufi practices as remnants of pre-Islamic tradition,
contemporary anthropological approaches emphasize the ongoing
negotiation between textual authority, lived practice, and social
context.”’ The present findings align with this latter perspective by
demonstrating that se/ametan and related practices function as adaptive
mechanisms for producing, negotiating, and sustaining embodied
religious knowledge. Rather than existing outside normative Islam,
these practices articulate an alternative mode of religiosity in which
embodied religious knowledge is continuously reconfigured through
social engagement.

At the same time, the inclusivity of social harmony remains
conditional. Participant narratives indicate that individuals who
consistently withdraw from communal participation gradually lose
social visibility and recognition. One informant noted that those who
do not engage in collective rituals often become peripheral to

28 Katijan, “Intetview,” January 2025, member of TQN, involved in the order for 7
years, January 2025.

2 Bourdieu, “The Forms of Capital.”

30 Nastihan, “Interview,” February 2025, member of TQN, involved in the order
for 25 years.

31 Bowen, A New Anthropology of Islam.
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community networks over time.”” This suggests that harmony
operates simultaneously as inclusion and boundary formation.
Participation in ritual life functions as a criterion of belonging,
shaping both access to social relations and recognition within the
community. Observational data confirm that sustained engagement in
selametan is closely associated with stable membership status and social
integration.

From the perspective of power, these dynamics resonate with
Talal Asad’s argument that religious traditions are inseparable from
the production of authority and legitimacy.” Rukun and unggah-unggub
do not merely regulate interaction but also structure the distribution
of recognition within the community. Harmony, therefore, is not
neutral but is embedded within subtle relations of power that
determine who is considered credible, respectable, and socially
legitimate. 'This dimension highlights that ethical practice is
simultaneously moral and political, shaping the boundaries through
which embodied religious knowledge acquires social recognition and
epistemic authority.

Despite these dynamics, Javanese Sufi practices demonstrate
notable adaptability in response to changing social conditions.
Processes of modernization and digital communication have not
displaced the wvalues of mkun and unggah-ungguh but have
recontextualized their application within new forms of interaction.
This observation aligns with broader studies suggesting that religious
traditions are not static systems but adaptive frameworks that evolve
through continuous engagement with shifting social realities.™
Javanese Sufi thus persists not as a fixed tradition but as a flexible
moral system capable of sustaining continuity while accommodating
transformation.

Taken together, selametan, rukun, and unggah-ungguh constitute an
integrated socio-religious system through which embodied religious
knowledge is produced, socially articulated, and stabilized. These

32 Legiman, “Interview,” February 2025, member of TQN, involved in the order for
8 years.

33 Talal Asad, “Anthropological Conceptions of Religion: Reflections on Geettz,”
Man 18, no. 2 (1983): 237, https://doi.org/10.2307/2801433; Talal Asad, “Reading
a Modern Classic: W. C. Smith’s “The Meaning and End of Religion,” History of
Religions 40, no. 3 (2001): 205-22, https://doi.org/10.1086/463633.

34 Schielke, “Second Thoughts about the Anthropology of Islam, or How to Make
Sense of Grand Schemes in Everyday Life.”
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practices sustain communal cohesion while simultaneously organizing
ethical dispositions, contributing to the formation of epistemic
authority, and structuring social legitimacy. Kejawen, in this sense,
operates as a collective hermeneutic process in which embodied
religious knowledge is not merely inherited but continuously
reinterpreted through social life. By foregrounding social negotiation
as the central mechanism through which embodied religious
knowledge is collectively produced, interpreted, and legitimized, this
study demonstrates that Javanese Sufism constitutes a dynamic
epistemic tradition in which social practice is integral to the formation
of epistemic authority.

Negotiating Epistemic Authority

Javanese Sufi practices are situated within a contested
epistemological field in which textual authority and embodied
epistemic authority compete over the definition of legitimate religious
knowledge. The tension observed in this study cannot be adequately
reduced to doctrinal deviation, as it reflects a more fundamental
struggle over how religious truth is produced, authorized, and
stabilized. Within this configuration, practices such as #rakat and
selamatan function not only as modes of devotion but also as epistemic
sites where competing claims to religious legitimacy are articulated
and negotiated. This reading is consistent with Talal Asad’s argument
that religious authority is not grounded solely in textual sources but is
constituted through historically embedded discursive formations and
relations of power.”

Participants’ narratives indicate that this epistemological tension
is recognized but not framed as a confrontation. Instead, practitioners
articulate a pragmatic orientation toward religious validity. One
informant explained that although some critics question the textual
basis of their practices, experiential outcomes, such as spiritual
closeness to God, are considered sufficient justification without being
perceived as a departure from Islam.”® Another participant similarly
emphasized that practices such as selametan, despite being labeled as
bid'ab in some discourses, are understood locally as collective forms of

35 Asad, “Reading a Modern Classic”; Asad, “Anthropological Conceptions of
Religion.”

36 Sukarji, “Interview,” January 2025, member of TQN, involved in the order for 30
years.
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prayer and social solidarity embedded within Islamic devotion.”
These accounts suggest a reconfiguration of legitimacy in which
experiential efficacy and communal embeddedness partially displace
exclusive reliance on textual verification. Field observations further
confirm that Arabic prayers, dhikr, and other Islamic symbolic
clements are consistently integrated with local ritual structures,
indicating not a rupture from Islam but an internal negotiation of its
interpretive boundaries.

From a hermeneutic perspective, this dynamic can be read
through Ricoeur’s concept of interpretation as a conflictual process in
which meaning remains open to competing appropriations.” Practices
within  Javanese Sufism function as interpretive acts that
recontextualize Islamic symbols within local cosmological and social
frameworks, producing plural and situational meanings rather than
fixed doctrinal equivalents. Gadamer’s notion of the “fusion of
horizons” further clarifies this process by highlighting how
encounters between textual tradition and lived experience generate
understanding that is neither fully harmonized nor entirely
antagonistic, but continuously negotiated through historical
situatedness.”

Nevertheless, within scripturalist paradigms of Islamic
epistemology, legitimacy is predominantly anchored in textual
evidence derived from the Qur’an and Hadith. From this standpoint,
practices that lack explicit textual grounding are often categorized as
bid'ab or religious innovation lacking normative authority. This
position reflects a monolithic epistemological model in which the text
functions as the sole criterion of truth. By contrast, practices within
Javanese Sufism derive epistemic authority from embodied religious
knowledge and communal validation, sources of authority that cannot
always be translated into textual terms, thereby producing an enduring
epistemic asymmetry.

Anthropological approaches to Islam challenge this binary
opposition between text and practice. Bowen’s work demonstrates
that Islamic normativity is always mediated through social contexts in
which textual interpretation and lived practice are mutually

37 H. Sulhan, “Interview,” February 2025, member of TQN, involved in the order
for 28 years.

38 Ricoeur, Hermenentics and the Human Sciences.

% Gadamert, Truth and Method, Regan, “Hans-Georg Gadamer?”
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constitutive rather than hierarchically ordered.”’ The present findings
support this position by showing that Javanese Sufism does not
operate outside Islamic discursive boundaries but continuously
reworks them through situated practice. The relevant distinction,
therefore, is not between Islam and non-Islam, but between
competing modalities of Islamic reasoning grounded in text and
experience.

In response to normative pressure from orthodox authorities,
practitioners of Javanese Sufism adopt adaptive rather than
confrontational strategies. One informant stated that disagreement is
tolerated as long as ritual continuity is maintained, while also
emphasizing the importance of framing these practices as compatible
with Islamic tradition.” Another participant noted that certain ritual
forms are selectively adjusted to reduce potential misunderstanding,
while preserving their essential structure and meaning.” These
accounts suggest a process of symbolic recalibration in which external
forms are modified without fundamentally altering internal epistemic
commitments. Sociologically, this reflects a pattern of cultural
accommodation in which local traditions survive through adaptive
reinterpretation rather than resistance or abandonment.”

However, such accommodation unfolds within asymmetrical
relations of symbolic power. Orthodox authorities occupy a dominant
position in defining normative religious standards, requiring local
practices to negotiate visibility and legitimacy within constrained
interpretive boundaries. Drawing on Bourdieu’s theory of symbolic
power, this situation can be understood as a struggle within a religious
field in which actors compete for authority over the legitimate
definition of Islam.* Within this field, textual capital and embodied

40 Bowen, A New Anthropology of Islam.

41 Masruhan, “Interview,” February 2025, member of TQN, involved in the order
for 32 years, February 2025.

42 Suwatjo, “Interview,” February 2025, member of TQN, involved in the otder for
22 years.

43 Setinawati Setinawati et al., “The Framework of Religious Moderation: A Socio-
Theological Study on the Role of Religion and Culture from Indonesia’s
Perspective,”  Social ~ Sciences & Humanities  Open 11~ (2025): 101271,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssah0.2024.101271.

# Thomas Medvetz and Jeffrey J. Sallaz, eds., The Oxford Handbook of Pierre Bourdien,
vol. 1 (Oxford University Press, 2018),
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199357192.001.0001; Eloire, “The
Bourdieusian Conception of Social Capital.”
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epistemic capital operate as distinct but unequal forms of authority,
shaping the conditions under which religious legitimacy is recognized
and contested.

Contestation does not always manifest as open conflict; rather,
it often appears as subtle differentiation and partial separation. Field
observation indicates the emergence of symbolic boundaries between
text-oriented and practice-oriented groups, despite continued
coexistence within shared social spaces. Interactions persist, yet they
are structured by implicit limits that regulate the extent of mutual
recognition. This pattern suggests that religious plurality is not simply
a matter of doctrinal difference but is embedded in everyday practices
that delineate social and epistemic proximity.

From Asad’s genealogy of religion, such dynamics reinforce the
idea that “legitimate Islam” is not a fixed category but a historically
produced construct shaped by shifting relations of authority.*”
Javanese Sufism, in this sense, should not be interpreted as a
deviation from normative Islam but as an epistemological formation
that participates in defining the boundaries of Islamic knowledge
itself. Its practices expose the instability of these boundaries by
foregrounding experience as a competing source of legitimacy.

These dynamics also illuminate the persistence of Javanese
Sufism Practices in the context of modernity. Despite increasing
formalization and institutional standardization of religious authority,
Javanese  Sufism  demonstrates  resilience  through adaptive
transformation rather than disappearance. This finding aligns with
broader scholarship suggesting that religiosity does not decline under
modern conditions but is reconfigured through new institutional and
cultural arrangements.” Javanese Sufism thus persists as a flexible
form of religiosity that negotiates external normative pressures while
maintaining continuity in its experiential foundations.

Taken together, the interaction between Kejawen and orthodox
Islam is best understood as a multi-layered process of epistemological
negotiation rather than binary opposition. Kejawen neither fully
rejects textual authority nor is fully subsumed by it. Instead, it sustains
an alternative epistemic space in which embodied religious knowledge

4 Asad, “Reading a Modern Classic”; Asad, “Anthropological Conceptions of
Religion.”

46 Schielke, “Second Thoughts about the Anthropology of Islam, or How to Make
Sense of Grand Schemes in Everyday Life.”
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operates alongside textual authority as a legitimate basis for epistemic
authority. The significance of this finding lies in its challenge to rigid
distinctions between orthodoxy and heterodoxy.

Conceptually, this study reconceptualizes the relationship
between practice, experience, and authority in Islam by demonstrating
that contestation is not peripheral but constitutive of religious life.
Kejawen thereby emerges not merely as a local cultural expression but
as an epistemological formation that expands the conceptual
boundaries of Islamic knowledge production. It demonstrates that
religious truth is not derived exclusively from scriptural interpretation
but is co-produced through embodied religious knowledge that is
continually interpreted, socially negotiated, and authorized within
shifting historical and religious contexts.

Toward an Existential-Practical Hermeneutics of Javanese
Sufism

An integrated reading of the three preceding analytical sections
demonstrates that embodied religious knowledge in Javanese Sufism
is produced through a single epistemic configuration rather than
through discrete ritual domains. The interplay between bodily
discipline (#rakat), social negotiation (selametan, rukun, and wunggah-
unggnh), and epistemic contestation with orthodox authority forms a
continuous circuit through which embodied religious knowledge is
produced, socially circulated, and legitimized. Within this
configuration, practice is not merely expressive or performative, but
constitutive of epistemology itself. Embodied religious knowledge
emerges through a dynamic process in which experience is first
embodied, socially articulated, and finally evaluated within broader
regimes of religious authority. This indicates that Javanese Sufism
does not simply “live” religion but actively produces the conditions
under which religious meaning becomes knowable and recognizable.

At the first level, tirakat operates as an embodied epistemic
practice through which knowledge is sensory and affective
experience. Knowing is not primarily mediated by textual
interpretation but arises through disciplined engagement of the body,
where perception, restraint, and inner awareness become epistemic
insttuments. At the second level, selametan and rukun translate this
embodied religious knowledge into socially shareable meanings.
Through ritualization and ethical interaction, individual experiences
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are stabilized into collective forms of understanding that structure
cohesion while simultaneously regulating boundaries of inclusion. At
the third level, these socially stabilized meanings enter a contested
field of religious authority, where claims of epistemic authority
generate adaptive responses such as symbolic reformulation, selective
articulation of Islamic idioms, and strategic reconfiguration of ritual
forms to maintain legitimacy within multiple evaluative frameworks.

This multi-layered process can be conceptualized as a model of
existential-practical hermeneutics consisting of four interrelated
movements: embodiment, where practice structures the conditions of
lived experience; appropriation, where experience is internalized as
meaning; socialization, where meaning is negotiated and stabilized
within communal interaction; and legitimation, where meaning is
evaluated within asymmetric relations of religious authority. This
model resonates with Gadamer’s conception of understanding as a
historically situated fusion of horizons, as well as Ricoeur’s view of
practice as a “living text” whose meaning is continuously
reappropriated through interpretation. At the same time, it extends
John R. Bowen’s notion of “lived Islam” by shifting emphasis from
the observation that religion is lived to an analytical account of how
lived practices generate epistemic authority."’

From a critical perspective, the entite circuit is inseparable from
relations of power. In line with Talal Asad’s theorization of religious
authority, legitimacy is produced through discursive formations that
define the boundaries of valid knowledge. Within Javanese Sufism
practice, #irakat and selamatan function not only as meaning-making
practices but also as mechanisms for producing symbolic capital that
reinforces epistemic authority in the Bourdieusian sense, thereby
structuring hierarchies of recognition within the community. In this
configuration, rukun does not denote the absence of conflict but
rather a socially regulated equilibrium produced through ongoing
negotiation over inclusion, visibility, and authority.

Compared with classical approaches that interpret Kejawen
primarily through typological categories such as syncretism or cultural
residue, this study shifts analytical attention from classificatory
questions to epistemological processes. While recent scholarship on
everyday religiosity has increasingly foregrounded experience, it has
rarely specified the mechanisms through which experience becomes

47 Bowen, A New Anthropology of Islam.
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legitimized as knowledge within contested religious fields. This article
addresses this gap by demonstrating that, in Javanese Sufism, religious
authority is produced through a sequential movement from embodied
religious knowledge to social articulation and, finally, to negotiated
legitimacy within the field of orthodoxy.

The primary contribution of this study lies in the formulation of
an existential-practical hermeneutical model for understanding
Javanese Sufism. This model may be summarized as follows:

Practice Experience Meaning Legitimacy

This framework does not displace textual authority but
repositions it within a broader framework of religious knowledge
production in which scriptural interpretation, embodied religious
knowledge, and social negotiation interact dynamically in the
formation of epistemic authority. Rather than treating religious
knowledge as the outcome of scriptural interpretation alone, the
proposed model demonstrates that embodied religious knowledge is
co-produced through bodily discipline, social articulation, and
negotiated epistemic authority. In this model, bodily practice
generates religious understanding, communal interaction transforms
individual experience into socially recognized knowledge, and
engagement wth competing regimes of authority determines its
epistemic legitimacy. Javanese sufism, therefore, is understood not
merely as a local expression of Islam but as an epistemic tradition that
reveals how religious knowledge is continuously embodied,
interpreted, negotiated, and authorized within changing social and
historical contexts. By integrating philosophical hermeneutics with the
study of lived Islam, this existential-practical hermeneutic model
extends contemporary debates on embodied religion beyond
questions of religious experience toward an analytical account of how
epistemic authority itself is produced through practice.

Concluding Remarks

This study demonstrates that Javanese Sufism constitutes an
integrated process of embodied religious knowledge formation
through the dynamic interaction of bodily discipline, social
articulation, and negotiated epistemic authority. T7rakat operates as an
embodied epistemic practice through which embodied religious
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knowledge emerges through disciplined bodily engagement rather
than textual transmission alone. Social practices such as selametan,
rukun, and wunggah-unggnh subsequently translate embodied religious
knowledge into socially recognized meanings, thereby granting it
communal legitimacy. At the same time, encounters with orthodox
Islamic authority reveal that epistemic authority is neither fixed nor
unidirectional but continuously negotiated between textual and
experiential claims. In this configuration, Javanese Sufism emerges as
an integrated epistemic process in which embodiment, social
articulation, and negotiated epistemic authority are mutually
constitutive dimensions of embodied religious knowledge.

Theoretically, the study develops existential-practical
hermeneutics as an analytical framework for explaining how
embodied religious knowledge is generated, socially articulated, and
legitimized through practice. This framework extends Gadamerian
hermeneutics by positioning embodiment as a condition of
understanding, develops Ricoeur’s theory of appropriation by
specifying how lived practice generates epistemic authority, and
complements Talal Asad’s account of religious authority by
demonstrating how legitimacy is negotiated between scriptural norms
and embodied religious experience.
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