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Abstract: Existing scholarship on Muslim women’s religious authority
has predominantly explained legitimacy through institutional leadership,
scriptural expertise, or charismatic influence, while paying limited
attention to transcendental experience as a source of public religious
authority. This study examines the writings of Nyai Masriyah Amva
through documentary research, thematic content analysis, and Ricoeurian
hermeneutics, integrating lived religion with theological anthropology to
analyze how divine intimacy becomes socially recognized authority. The
findings demonstrate that sustained encounters with the Divine are
progressively translated into ritual discipline, symbolic mediation, ethical
embodiment, and communal recognition, forming a recursive process
through which religious legitimacy is constituted. Rather than functioning
as private spirituality, transcendental experience becomes an epistemic
resource that generates enduring moral credibility within the pesantren.
The study advances the concept of spiritual feminist authority,
repositioning transcendence as a constitutive dimension of women’s
religious authority and offering a transferable analytical framework for
understanding how lived spiritual experience is transformed into publicly
recognized religious leadership across diverse religious contexts.
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Introduction

Recent scholarship on Islamic feminism has substantially
reconfigured debates on Muslim women’s agency by moving beyond
questions of legal equality and scriptural reinterpretation toward the
cultivation of religious authority through lived piety, ethical practice,
and everyday experience.! While Badran conceptualizes Islamic
feminism as a Qur’an-centered discourse of gender justice,
subsequent scholarship>—most notably Mahmood’s work on the
Egyptian Islamic revival—demonstrates that women’s agency may
also emerge through disciplined religious practice rather than
resistance to patriarchal norms.” This development parallels a broader
shift in the sociology of religion. Moving beyond the dominant
privatization thesis, Woodhead argues that women’s religious lives are
shaped less by autonomous individuality than by relational networks
of love, trust, and care, as well as everyday commitment,
foregrounding relationality as a defining feature of contemporary
religious experience.' Together, these perspectives redirect scholarly
attention from formal institutions and doctrinal authority toward the

! Morta Vidunaité, “The Agency in Islam or (and) Human Rights? The Case of
Pious Baltic Muslim Women,” Re/gions 14, no. 7 (2023); Saba Mahmood, Po/itics of
Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject (United Kingdom: Princeton
University Press, 2005).

2 Matgot Badran, Feminism in Islam: Secular and Religions Convergences (New York:
Simon and Schuster, 2013).

3 Saba Mahmood, “Feminist Theory, Agency, and the Liberatory Subject: Some
Reflections on the Islamic Revival in Egypt,” Temenos - Nordic Journal of Comparative
Religion 42, no. 1 (January 20006), https://doi.org/10.33356/temenos.4633; Saba
Mahmood, “Feminist Theory, Embodiment, and the Docile Agent: Some
Reflections on the Egyptian Islamic Revival,” in Readings in the Theory of Religion
(London: Routledge, 2010), 202-217.

4 Linda Woodhead, “Feminism and the Sociology of Religion: From
Gender-blindness to Gendered Difference,” in The Blackwell Companion to Sociology of
Religion, 1st ed., ed. Richard K. Fenn (New Jersey: Wiley, 2003), 67-84,
https://doi.org/10.1002/9780470998571.ch4; Linda Woodhead, “Because I’'m
Worth It Religion and Women’s Changing Lives in the West,” in Women and
Religion in the West (London: Routledge, 2008); Linda Woodhead, “Five Concepts of
Religion,” International Review of Sociology 21, no. 1 (March 2011): 121-43,
https://doi.org/10.1080/03906701.2011.544192.
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embodied, relational, and experiential dimensions through which
religious legitimacy is constituted and sustained.

Within Indonesia, this shift is especially visible in the evolving
position of nyai in pesantren, one of the country’s oldest institutions of
Islamic learning. Historically, religious authority in pesantren has been
centered on male ia, while nyass have largely been understood in
terms of domestic, supportive, or familial roles.” Yet recent
scholarship ~ demonstrates that Indonesian Muslim women
increasingly claim and exercise religious authority through education,
fatwa-making, public preaching, digital engagement, and community
leadership, thereby reshaping long-standing gendered structures of
Islamic authority.® These studies convincingly show that women’s
authority is negotiated through religious knowledge, ethical
commitment, and institutional participation. Nevertheless, they
devote far less attention to her inner spiritual processes through
which deeply personal encounters with the Divine become publicly
recognized sources of religious legitimacy. This omission is
particularly significant in the case of Nya/, whose authority often
depends not only on scholarly credentials but also on publicly

> Intan Erwani and Anisa Suryani Siregar, The Role of Women in Islamic Sacred Texts: A
Critical Study of Women’s Narratives and Aunthority in Islamic Tradition, 106, no. 1 (2025):
1-14; Alfiatun Munawwaroh, Farid Wajdi, and Vinesa Fitri, Gaya Kepemimpinan Nyai
Hajah Masriyah Amwa di Pondok Pesantren Kebon Jambn Al-Islamy Babakan Ciwaringin
Kabupaten Cirebon, 1, no. 2 (2019).

¢ Eva F. Nisa, “Muslim Women in Contemporary Indonesia: Online Conflicting
Narratives behind the Women Ulama Congress,” Asian Studies Review 43, no. 3 (July
2019): 434-54, https://doi.org/10.1080/10357823.2019.1632796; Eva F. Nisa and
Farid F. Saenong, ‘“Relegitimizing Religious Authority: Indonesian Gender-Just
‘Ulama’ Amid COVID-19,” Religions 13, no. 6 (May 2022): 485,
https://doi.org/10.3390/1el13060485; Nor Ismah, “Women’s Fatwa-Making in
Indonesia: Gender, Authority, and Everyday Legal Practice,” International Journal of
Istam in Asia 4, nos. 1-2 (Aptil 2024): 75-97, https://doi.org/10.1163/25899996-
20241073; Nor Ismah, “Issuing Justice: Women Ulama, Fatwas, and the Ratification
of Indonesia’s Sexual Violence Crime Bill,” African Journal of Gender and Religion 31,
no. 1 (August 2025), https://doi.org/10.36615/0tp82987; David Kloos and Not
Ismah, “Siting Islamic Feminism: The Indonesian Congress of Women Islamic
Scholars and the Challenge of Challenging Patriarchal Authority,” History and
Anthropology 34, no. 5 (October 2023): 818-43,
https://doi.otg/10.1080/02757206.2023.2249495;,  Mastiyah  Amva, Menggapai
Impian: Pengalaman Spiritual Seorang Hamba Yang Menyerabkan Diri Secara Total Kepada
Tuhan (Jakarta: Kompas, 2010).
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acknowledged spiritual excellence, moral exemplarity, and charismatic
presence.

Despite these important advances, a critical theoretical gap
remains. Existing scholarship has demonstrated that Muslim women’s
religious authority is negotiated through scriptural reinterpretation,
ethical self-cultivation, institutional participation, and public activism,
yet it offers only a limited explanation of the mechanism through
which intimate experiences of the Divine are transformed into socially
recognized religious authority.” Studies of Islamic feminism have
primarily emphasized gender justice and interpretive authority, while
research on piety has illuminated the formation of ethical subjects
without fully addressing how transcendental experience acquires
collective legitimacy.” Likewise, Mayet’s concept of religion as
mediation explains how religious traditions render the transcendent
experientially present, and Luhrmann demonstrates that faith operates
through a distinctive interpretive frame, but neither framework
explicitly theorizes how personal spirituality becomes enduring public
leadership.” Consequently, the relationship between religious
experience, spiritual charisma, and women’s public authority remains
conceptually underdeveloped.

The case of Nyai Masriyah Amva offers a productive entry
point for addressing this theoretical gap. As the leader of Pesantren
Kebon Jambu Al-Islamy in West Java, Indonesia, she assumed
leadership following her husband’s death in 2006, navigating a context
in which women’s religious authority has historically been constrained
by patriarchal expectations. Rather than grounding her legitimacy

7 Fella Lahmar, Redefining Leadership: The Role of Spirituality and Motherhood in Muslim
Women’s Educational Leadership, 15, no. 12 (2024).

8 Badran, Feminism in Islam; Mahmood, “Feminist Theory, Agency, and the
Liberatory Subject”; Mahmood, “Feminist Theory, Embodiment, and the Docile
Agent”; Mitjam Kiinkler and David Stewart, Female Religions Authority in Shi‘i Islam:
Past and Present (Edinburgh (Skotlandia): Edinburgh University Press, 2022).

? Birgit Meyer, “Media and the Senses in the Making of Religious Experience: An
Introduction,”  Material ~ Religion 4, no. 2 (July 2008):  124-34,
https://doi.otg/10.2752/175183408X328262;  Birgit Meyer, “Pictuting the
Invisible,” Method & Theory in the Study of Religion 27, nos. 4-5 (October 2015): 333—
60, https://doi.org/10.1163/15700682-12341357; T. M. Luhrmann, “The Faith
Frame: Or, Belief Is Easy, Faith Is Hard,” Contemporary Pragmatism 15, no. 3 (August
2018): 302-18, https://doi.org/10.1163/18758185-01503003; Mahmood, Politics of
Piety; Rachel Rinaldo, Mobilizing Piety: Islam and Feminism in Indonesia (England:
Oxford Academic, 2013).
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primarily in juridical expertise or institutional office, Nyai Mastiyah
consistently articulates authority through narratives of intimate
communion with God, prayer, surrender, love, suffering, and spiritual
transformation across her published writings. These texts reveal that
religious authority is not merely the outcome of scholarly competence
but the social embodiment of an enduring relationship with the
Divine. Such a pattern resonates with Webet’s notion of charismatic
authority, Dabashi’s historical analysis of authority in Islam, and
Gifford’s distinction between institutional expertise and spiritually
recognized authority." Yet her writings also extend beyond these
frameworks by demonstrating how transcendental experience is
narratively  constructed, publicly embodied, and collectively
recognized within the everyday life of an Indonesian pesantren
community.

To address this theoretical gap, this study brings lived religion
into dialogue with theological anthropology as complementary
analytical perspectives. Lived religion directs attention to the ways
faith is embodied, practiced, and experienced in everyday life through
ordinary rituals, relationships, and ethical commitments rather than
being confined to formal doctrines or institutional structures.'
Building on this perspective, theological anthropology provides an
interpretive framework for examining how relationships with the
Divine shape religious subjectivity, moral imagination, and public
action.” Together, these perspectives enable transcendental
experience to be understood not merely as a private spiritual
phenomenon but as a socially mediated process through which ethical
authority becomes publicly recognized.

10 Hamid Dabashi, Authority in Islam: From the Rise of Mubammad to the Establishment of
the Umayyads, 2. paperback print (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publ, 2002); Paul
Gifford, “Religious Authority: Scripture, Tradition, Charisma,” in The Routledge
Companion to the Study of Religion (London: Routledge, 2005); Nancy J. Smith-Hefner,
Gender and Islam in Indonesian Studies, A Retrospective, 32, no. 1 (2025).

1 Dootn-Harder, Women Shaping Isiam: Reading the Qu’ran in Indonesia.

12 Anna Bigelow, “Lived Secularism: Studies in India and Tutkey,” Journal of the
American  Academy  of Religion 87, no. 3 (September 2019): 725-64,
https://doi.org/10.1093 /jaarel/1£2035; Meyer, “Media and the Senses in the
Making of Religious Experience”; Kamila Adnani and Moh. Mahbub, “The Power
of Nyai in The Development of The Pesantren,” DINIKA: Academic Journal of Islamic
Studies 6, no. 2 (December 2021): 263-90,
https://doi.otg/10.22515/dinika.v6i2.4084.
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Rather than employing these perspectives independently, this
article integrates them into a single analytical framework to explain
how transcendental experience becomes publicly recognized as
religious authority. This integrated framework enables religious
experience to be examined not merely as an individual psychological
phenomenon but as an epistemological and social process through
which authority is constructed, negotiated, and sustained.” It
therefore provides an analytical mechanism that existing studies of
Islamic feminism and women’s religious authority have yet to
formulate explicitly.

Against this background, this article investigates how Nyai
Masriyah articulates her relationship with the Divine in her published
works and how that spiritual orientation serves as the foundation for
socio-religious leadership and women’s religious authority. Unlike
previous studies that primarily examine Nya/ through institutional
leadership, educational contribution, fatwa-making, political
engagement, or digital religious activism, this study treats Nyai
Masriyah’s corpus of spiritual writings as its principal empirical
source. Drawing upon ten books published between 2007 and 2015,
the study employs a qualitative textual approach that integrates /ived
religion and theological anthropology within a Ricoeurian hermeneutic
framework, particularly the threefold mimesis of prefiguration,
configuration, and reformation'* and the theory of narrative identity
as intersubjective attested”’, to examine how narratives of divine
intimacy, ritual practice, and spiritual self-understanding are
transformed into publicly recognized forms of religious authority. The
analysis proceeds through iterative textual coding, thematic
interpretation, and hermeneutic reading to trace the relationship
between personal religious experience, embodied religious practice,
and collective recognition within the social world of the pesantren.
Building on this analytical framework, the article develops the concept
of spiritual feminist authority as a theoretical explanation of how

13 Joel Robbins and Joel Robbins, Theology and the Anthropology of Christian 1.ife
(Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 2020); Luhrmann, “The Faith
Frame,” August 2018.

14 Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, V'olume 1, trans. Kathleen McLaughlin and David
Pellauer (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1990), 52—87.

15 Paul Ricceur, Oneself as Another (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), 297—
3506.
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women’s transcendental expetrience is converted into enduring
religious legitimacy in contemporary Indonesian Islam.

Operationalizing Lived Religion and Theological Anthropology

To explain how intimate experiences with the Divine become
publicly recognized religious authority, this study operationalizes lived
religion and theological anthropology as complementary analytical
lenses. Lived religion is employed to examine how faith is embodied
in everyday practices, emotions, relationships, and ethical
commitments rather than confined to doctrinal formulations or
institutional structures.'® Theological anthropology, in turn, provides
the interpretive lens for analyzing claims of divine intimacy as
empirically meaningful dimensions of human existence, enabling
relationships between human beings and God to be understood as
socially and religiously significant rather than reduced to
psychological, symbolic, or purely sociological phenomena."”
Together, these perspectives guide the analysis of how narratives of
divine intimacy become embodied ethical practices and eventually
acquire public religious legitimacy.

Within this framework, Nyai Masriyah’s published writings are
treated not simply as devotional literature but as narrative articulation
through which experiences of prayer, surrender, remembrance (dhikr),
suffering, hope, and divine love are organized into a coherent
religious worldview. Rather than evaluating the ontological truth of
these experiences, the analysis examines how they are narratively
configured, ethically embodied, and communicated within everyday
religious life. Accordingly, /Zved religion illuminates the practical and
relational dimensions of faith, whereas theological anthropology
explains how divine-human encounters shape moral imagination,
religious subjectivity, and public action. Read together, these

16 Meredith B. McGuite, Lived Religion: Faith and Practice in Everyday Life New York:
Oxford Academic, 2011), 1-20; Nancy T. Ammerman, “Lived Religion as an
Emerging Field: An Assessment of Its Contours and Frontiers,” Nordic Journal of
Religion and Society 29, no. 2 (2016): 83-99, https://doi.org/10.18261/issn.1890-
7008-2016-02-01.

17 Fabio Vicini and Lili Di Puppo, “Rethinking the Anthropological Enterprise in
Light of Muslim Ontologies Secular Vestiges, Spiritual Epistemologies, Vertical
Knowledge,” HAU: Journal of Ethnographic Theory 14, no. 1 (2024): 7-18; Joshua R.
Farris, An Introduction to Theological Anthropology Humans, Both Creaturely and Divine
(Bakar Academic, 2020).
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perspectives make it possible to trace the movement from personal
spirituality to communal recognition without separating mystical
experience from its social consequences.

The empirical corpus of this study comprises 10 books
authored by Nyai Masriyah Amva between 2007 and 2015. These
works were selected because they consistently articulate themes of
divine intimacy, prayer, spiritual struggle, ethical responsibility, family
life, and women’s religious leadership, providing a coherent body of
texts through which her spiritual worldview can be examined. Rather
than treating these publications merely as devotional literature, this
study approaches them as interconnected narratives that reveal how
transcendental experience is articulated, interpreted, and translated
into ethical commitments within everyday religious life. The corpus,
therefore, provides the principal empirical basis for examining the
relationship among divine intimacy, embodied spirituality, and the
emergence of women’s religious authority.

These recurring themes are not merely editorial categories
imposed by the researcher but reflect Nyai Masriyah’s own spiritual
vocabulary. Across her writings, she consistently presents prayer (doa),
remembrance (dhikr), surrender (fawakkul), divine love, compassion,
and reliance upon God as interconnected dimensions of everyday
religious life through which ethical conduct, resilience, and leadership
are cultivated. Accordingly, the corpus provides a coherent empirical
foundation for examining how narratives of divine intimacy are
transformed into embodied religious authority.

Table 1. Primary Corpus of Nyai Masriyah Amva’s
Published Writings (2007-2015)

Year Title Central Relevance to Lived
Themes/Focus Religion
2007  Ketika Akun  Gila Metaphorical Articulation of
Cinta (When I Was love for the personal, emotional
Crazgy in Love) Divine devotion, and mystical
experience
2008 Cara Mudah  Practical Integration of spiritual
Menggapai Impian = spitituality and = values into everyday
(An Easy Way o hope goal-setting and
Reach Dreams) aspirations
2010  Bangkit Dari ' Resilience and Navigating  personal
Terpuruk: Kisah Se¢jati ~ divine greatness  crises and  finding
Seorang  Perempuan meaning in suffering
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2010

2010

2011

2012

2013

2013

2015

tentang Keagungan
Tuhan — (Rising  from
Rock Bottom: A True
Story of a Woman
about God’s Greatness)
Menggapai  Impian:
Pengalaman — Spiritual
Seorang Hamba yang
Menyerahkan Diri
secara  Total Kepada
Tuhan (Reaching
Dreams: The Spiritnal
Excperience of a Servant
Who Surrenders
Totally to God)

Meraih  Hidup Luar
Biasa Melalui
Keknatan  Doa  dan
Iman  (Achieving  an
Extraordinary — Life
Through the Power of
Prayer and Faith)
Indabnya Doa
Rasulullah Bagikn
(The Beanty of the
Prophet’s  Prayer  for
Me)

Rabasia Sang Maba:
Mengubabh Derita Jadi
Bahagia (The Secret of
The Almighty: Turning
Suffering into
Happiness)

Suamikn  Inspirasikn
My  Husband, My
Inspiration)

Unmrah Perjalanan
Spiritual (Umrah: A
Spiritual Journey)

Tafakur Cinta
(Contemplation of

The Making of Spiritual Feminist Authority:
Rethinking Women's Religious Authority through Theological Anthropology

Total
to God

surrender

Power of prayer

and faith

Prophetic
devotion

Theodicy:

finding meaning

in suffering

Spirituality
within ~ family
roles

Experience  of
pilgrimage
Reflection and

divine love

through faith

Personal narrative of
submission and trust
in the divine plan in
daily life

Examination of ritual
practices (prayer) as a
means to navigate
life's challenges

Embodiment of love
and imitation of the
Prophet Muhammad
in personal practice

Negotiating ~ Islamic
doctrine with personal
experiences of
leadership

Integration of faith
and spiritual values in
domestic  life  and
marital relationships

Sensory,  emotional,
and transformative
aspects of a core
Islamic ritual
Intellectual and
mystical
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Love) contemplation
(tafakknr) as a daily
spiritual practice

The corpus was examined through documentary research,
iterative thematic content analysis, and Ricoeurian hermeneutics to
identify recurring narratives of divine intimacy, ethical formation, and
religious authority.” Documentary research established the corpus
and its contextual background, while thematic coding identified
recurrent motifs such as prayer, surrender, resilience, compassion, and
social responsibility. Hermeneutic interpretation then examined how
metaphors, narratives, and symbolic expressions construct theological
meaning and religious subjectivity. Interpretive wvalidity was
strengthened through theoretical triangulation, integrating Ricoeurian
hermeneutics with lived religion and theological anthropology to
move iteratively between symbolic meaning, embodied religious
practice, and broader anthropological understanding of transcendental
experience."

Divine Intimacy and the Emergence of Spiritual Feminist
Authority

Rather than approaching women’s religious authority primarily
through institutional leadership or scriptural expertise, this article
argues that Nyai Masriyah’s authority emerges from a relational
theological anthropology grounded in lived experiences of divine
intimacy. Within this perspective, God is encountered not merely as
an object of theological belief but as an existential presence shaping
ethical selthood, emotional resilience, and everyday religious
practice.” This argument draws on /ived religion, which understands
religion as embodied in everyday practices, emotions, relationships,
and material experience rather than confined to formal doctrine or

18 Paul Riceeut, Interpretation Theory: Discourse and the Surplus of Meaning (Texas: TCU
Press, 1976), 87—100.

19 Norman K. Denzin, The Research Act: A Theoretical Introduction to Sociological Methods,
1st ed. (Routledge, 2017), 297-313, https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315134543;
Riceeur, Interpretation Theory, 71-100; McGuire, Lived Religion: Faith and Practice in
Everyday Life New York: Oxford Academic, 2011), 12-18; Robbins and Robbins,
Theology and the Anthropology of Christian Life, 1-20.

20 Meredith B. McGuire, Lived Religion: Faith and Practice in Everyday Life (New York:
Oxford Academic, 2011); Nancy T. Ammerman, Lived Religion as an Emerging Field:
An Assessment of Its Contours and Frontiers, 29, no. 2 (2016): 83-99.
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institutional authority.”’ Woodhead’s concept of relational religion
further illuminates this perspective by demonstrating that women’s
religious lives are sustained through networks of love, trust, and
care.” Likewise, Luhrmann argues that faith operates through
interpretive practices that enable believers to experience divine
presence as an existential reality rather than a distant theological
abstraction.” Together, these perspectives suggest that Nyai
Masriyah’s descriptions of God are not merely devotional metaphors
but relational theological expressions through which divine intimacy
becomes the foundation of ethical self-formation and, ultimately,
spiritual feminist authority.

Although this understanding shares certain affinities with
Western feminist theology, it differs fundamentally in both its
genealogy and theological orientation. Mary Daly criticized the
patriarchal image of God as Father,” while Rosemary Radford
Ruether, Elizabeth Johnson, and Sallie McFague proposed alternative
metaphors, such as Mother, Sophia, Friend, and Lover, as deliberate
projects of theological reconstruction within Christianity.” Nyai
Masriyah’s narrative follows a different trajectory. Her intimate
portrayals of God do not arise from a programmatic effort to
reconstruct Islamic theology. Rather, they emerge from sustained
religious practice, prayer, remembrance (dbikr), suffering, gratitude,
and spiritual discipline through which everyday encounters with the
Divine gradually shape religious subjectivity within the pesantren.

Nyai Masriyah repeatedly described this process as an ongoing
practice of mujahadah and riyadah batiniyah, through which complete

21 Woodhead, “Five Concepts of Religion”; Meyer, “Media and the Senses in the
Making of Religious Experience”; Bigelow, “Lived Secularism”; Mary Daly, Beyond
God the Father: Toward a Philosophy of Women's Liberation (Boston: Beacon Press, 1985).

22 Woodhead, “Feminism and the Sociology of Religion,” 1st ed., ed. Fenn (New
Jersey: Wiley, 2003).

23 'T. M. Luhrmann, “The Faith Frame: Or, Belief Is Easy, Faith Is Hard,”
Contemporary — Pragmatism 15, no. 3 (August  2018): 302-18,
https://doi.org/10.1163/18758185-01503003.

24 Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father: Toward a Philosophy of Women’s Liberation (Boston:
Beacon Press, 1985), 19.

25 Rosemary Radford Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk: Toward A Feminist Theology
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1983), 69; Elizabeth A. Johnson, She Who Is: The Mystery of
God in Feminist Theological Disconrse New York: Crossroad, 1992), 91; Sallie McFague,
Models of God: Theology for an Ecological, Nuclear Age (Minneapolis: Fortress Press,
1987), 91-180.
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dependence upon God gradually replaces reliance upon human beings
following her husband’s death.® She writes that “as women living
alone, our needs can be fulfilled when we continually rely upon, as
from, and depend entirely on God,” presenting divine dependence
not merely as a theological doctrine but as an existential orientation
that reorganizes everyday life.”” This pattern resonates closely with
Mahmood’s conception of ethical self-formation® and Velji’s
reinterpretation of piety as a creative mode of religious becoming.
Rather than challenging patriarchal authority through theological
revision, Nyai Masriyah demonstrates how disciplined intimacy with
God gradually generates the moral credibility from which women’s
religious authority becomes publicly recognizable. In this sense,
relational theological anthropology explains not only how God is
experienced, but also how divine intimacy is transformed into ethical
selthood and, ultimately, spiritual feminist authority.

Taken together, these empirical patterns suggest that Nyai
Masriyah’s relationship with God is best understood not as a
theological abstraction but as an enduring relational practice through
which religious subjectivity is continually formed. Rather than
emerging through doctrinal innovation, this relational orientation
develops through everyday acts of prayer, dhikr, gratitude, surrender,
and spiritual discipline that gradually reshape how the self
understands suffering, dependence, and responsibility. This process
closely resonates with Mahmood’s conception of ethical self-
formation, in which disciplined religious practices cultivate particular
moral capacities, and with Velji’s reinterpretation of piety as a creative
mode of religious becoming rather than passive conformity.” It also
supports Zubair and Zubair’s (2017) observation that Muslim
women’s religious agency is frequently negotiated within inherited
religious traditions rather than their rejection.”” This analysis,

26 Mastiyah Amva, Rabasia Sang Maba: Mengubalh Derita Jadi Babagia (Jakarta: PT
Kompas Gramedia Nusantara, 2012), 179.

27 Ibid., 25.

28 Mahmood, “Feminist Theoty, Agency, and the Liberatory Subject”; Mahmood,
“Feminist Theory, Embodiment, and the Docile Agent.”

29 Muhammad Velji, “From Opposition to Creativity: Saba Mahmood’s Decolonial
Critique of Teleological Feminist Futures,” Hypatia 39, no. 4 (2024): 773-94,
https://doi.org/10.1017 /hyp.2023.119.

30 Shirin Zubair and Matia Zubair, “Situating Islamic Feminism(S): Lived Religion,
Negotiation of Identity and Assertion of Third Space by Muslim Women in
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therefore, explains how intimate encounters with God become
embodied in ethical self-formation before gradually acquiring
communal recognition as legitimate religious authority. Divine
intimacy is not merely the object of personal devotion; it becomes the
epistemic and moral foundation from which spiritual feminist
authority ultimately emerges.
Table 2. Patterns of Divine Intimacy in Nyai Masriyah’s
Spiritual Narratives
Category Sub-Expressions
The Eternal Harbor A place to cling to

A place to share grievances
A place of a million hopes
Fulfills all needs
Unwilling to be abandoned by God
Cannot live without God
God as the path to salvation
The solution in times of stagnation
The path of happiness
Trainer of patience, surrender, and
fortitude
Test as illuminating light
Making one more beautiful and radiant
Tests as honored guests
God as the source of strength
A feeling of being accompanied by God
Easier way to seck God
Easier way to meet God
Feeling more comfortable
Crying in God’s embrace

The empirical patterns summarized in Table 2 reveal that Nyai
Masriyah consistently experiences and narrates God through
relational rather than juridical imagery. Across her writings, God is
encountered as an eternal refuge, the ultimate source of hope, a
compassionate guide, and an intimate companion who accompanies
human suffering rather than remaining a distant transcendent judge.
She writes, “I will never look for another harbor, because this harbor is the most
beautiful harbor in the world... only in this harbor do 1 find eternity”.” This

The Ultimate Need

A S e

The Divine Trainer

The Comforter and
Friend

TTA PN =R LN

o

Pakistan,”  Women’s ~ Studies  International ~ Forum 63 (July  2017):  17-20,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wsif.2017.06.002.
31 Mastiyah Amva, Cara Mudah Menggapai Impian (Bandung: Nuansa, 2008), 150-153.

VOLUME 16, ISSUE 1, JUNE 2026 259



Sulaiman, Suparman Syukur, and Muhibbin

relational orientation is further reinforced when Nyai Masriyah
describes dbikr and prayer as “a wvital necessity,” through which she
experiences divine help, tranquility, and emotional stability amid
everyday suffering.” These narratives, therefore, represent more than
devotional rhetoric. They articulate an existential mode of relating to
God in which divine intimacy continually shapes ethical conduct,
emotional resilience, and religious selthood.

This finding resonates with Woodhead’s (2003) conception of
relational religion and Meyer’s (2015) theory of religious mediation,
both of which explain how transcendence becomes experientially
meaningful  through relationships, practices, and culturally
recognizable forms. Rather than functioning merely as a theological
description, these relational images mediate the gradual
transformation of intimate spiritual experience into ethical credibility,
thereby creating the conditions under which spiritual feminist
authority becomes publicly recognized.

From the perspective of cognitive anthropology, these findings
may initially appear consistent with Guthrie’s theory of
anthropomorphism, which argues that attributing human qualities to
nonhuman beings constitutes a universal cognitive strategy for
recognizing agency under conditions of uncertainty.” Expressions
such as God as “harbor,” “friend,” or “companion” can therefore be
understood as cognitively accessible ways of conceptualizing divine
presence. Nevertheless, Guthrie’s framework alone cannot explain
why Nyai Masriyah repeatedly privileges relational, nurturing, and
emotionally reciprocal images rather than authoritative, punitive, or
juridical ones that are equally common in religious traditions. This
selective pattern points beyond cognition toward the social formation
of religious subjectivity. Following her husband’s death, Nyai
Masriyah describes how she gradually abandoned dependence upon
human beings and came to regard God as her ultimate refuge and
beloved. Reflecting on this transformation, she writes that secking
God became “the best path.” Because relying upon the Divine
replaced the hope once invested in human relationships and enabled

32 Amva, Rabasia Sang Maha: Mengubah Derita adi Babagia, 131-132.

33 Stewart Ellioyy Guthrie, Faces in the Clond: A New Theory of Religion (Oxford and
New York: Oxford University Press, 1995); McGuire, Lived Religion: Faith and Practice
in Everyday Life New York: Oxford Academic, 2011); Ammerman, Lived Religion as
an Emerging Field: An Assessment of Its Contours and Frontiers.
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her to endure loss with spiritual confidence.”® Read alongside

Mahmood’s conception of ethical self-formation and Velji’s
reinterpretation of piety as creative religious agency, these metaphors
emerge not merely as cognitive projections but as practices through
which a female religious leader cultivates moral authority. Feminist
anthropomorphism, therefore, represents an embodied theological
practice through which enduring intimacy with the Divine is
translated into ethical self-formation and ultimately into publicly
recognized religious authority within the pesantren tradition.

The relational narratives identified in Nyai Masriyah’s writings
acquire deeper significance when examined through theological
anthropology and Ricoeurian hermeneutics. From this perspective,
symbols do not merely describe religious reality; they actively generate
new horizons of meaning through which believers understand
themselves, their suffering, and their relationship with God.”
Accordingly, the recurring image of God as the “eternal harbor”
represents more than poetic devotion. It expresses an existential
orientation in which hope, suffering, dependence, and perseverance
are continually reinterpreted through intimate communion with the
Divine. Such symbolic language transforms transcendence from an
abstract theological idea into an experienced reality that can be
narrated, shared, and embodied within everyday religious life. Meyer’s
(2015) understanding of religion as a practice of mediation further
clarifies this process by showing how religious symbols and sensory
forms render the invisible experientially present.” Rather than
functioning as abstract theological concepts, Nyai Masriyah’s
metaphors mediate the continual movement from divine intimacy to
ethical disposition, enabling spiritual experience to become
recognizable as everyday religious practice within the pesantren
community.

This foregoing analysis also broadens current debates in
feminist theology by demonstrating that intimate representations of
God need not arise from explicit projects of doctrinal reform. Asian
feminist theologians such as Kwok Pui-lan and Chung Hyun Kyung
have shown that women’s spirituality is frequently articulated through

34 Amva, Rabasia Sang Mabha: Mengnbah Derita Jadi Babagia, 179.

3 Amva, Menggapai Impian: Pengalaman Spiritual Seorang Hamba Yang Menyerabkan Diri
Secara Total Kepada Tuban (Jakarta: Kompas, 2010).

36 Meyer, “Picturing the Invisible.”
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relational narratives, everyday religious experience, and embodied
practices rather than systematic theological discourse.”” Nyai
Masriyah’s writings reflect this experiential orientation while following
a distinct theological trajectory. Rather than reconstructing Islamic
doctrine or explicitly contesting patriarchal theology, they cultivate
religious subjectivity through disciplined piety and enduring intimacy
with the Divine. This interpretation resonates closely with
Mahmood’s conception of ethical self-formation™ and Velji’s reading
of piety as a creative process of religious becoming through which
disciplined devotion gradually acquites moral significance.”
Accordingly, Nyai Masriyah’s relational theological imagination
should be understood as an experiential process through which divine
intimacy gradually becomes embodied in ethical selfhood and
ultimately acquires communal recognition as legitimate religious
authority.

Taken together, these findings suggest that feminist
anthropomorphism constitutes the initial mechanism through which
spititual feminist authority is formed. Rather than portraying God
through distant juridical or hierarchical imagery, Nyai Masriyah
consistently constructs a relational theology in which divine intimacy
shapes ethical selfhood before it becomes publicly recognized
leadership.* This interpretation complements Schjoedt et al’s
findings" that perceptions of charismatic authority significantly
influence believers’ experience of divine presence. While their study
demonstrates how recognized charisma intensifies religious
experience, Nyai Masriyah’s writings reveal the complementary
process: enduring experiences of divine intimacy generate the moral

37 Pui-Lan Kwok, Postcolonial Imagination and Feminist Theology (Louisville, Kentucky:
Westminster John Knox Press, 2005); Hyun Kyung Chung, Struggle To Be The Sun
Again: Introducing Asian Women's Theology Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 1990).
38 Mahmood, “Feminist Theoty, Agency, and the Liberatory Subject.”

% Velji, “From Opposition to Creativity.”

40 Masriyah Amva, Tafakur Cinta, 1st ed. (Jawa Barat: Kebon Jambu, 2015);
Mastiyah  Amva, Menggapai Impian: Pengalaman Spiritual ~ Seorang Hamba Yang
Menyerabkan Diri Secara Total Kepada Tuban (Jakarta: Kompas, 2010); Masriyah Amva,
Bangkit Dari Terpuruk: Kisah Sejati Seorang Perempuan Tentang Keagungan Tuban, ed.
Ambiya H. (Jakarta: Kompas, 2010).

41 Uffe Schjoedt et al., “The Power of Charisma—~Perceived Charisma Inhibits the
Frontal Executive Network of Believers in Intercessory Prayer,” Social Cognitive and
Alffective Nenroscience 6, no. 1 (January 2011): 119-27,
https://doi.otg/10.1093/scan/nsq023.
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credibility from which charismatic authority subsequently emerges.
The contribution of this study, therefore, lies not simply in identifying
alternative metaphors of God but in explaining the mechanism
through which lived spiritual experience is transformed into publicly
recognized  female  religious authority.  This  mechanism,
conceptualized here as spiritual feminist authority, extends existing
scholarship on Islamic feminism, lived religion, and religious authority
by showing how transcendental experience becomes enduring social
legitimacy within the Indonesian pesantren tradition.

From Divine Intimacy to Religious Authority

The relational theological anthropology developed in the
previous section finds its clearest social expression in the leadership
transition that followed the death of Kiai Muhammad, founder of
Pesantren Kebon Jambu Al-Islamy, in 2006. Rather than merely
representing an organizational succession, this moment constituted a
profound spiritual and institutional crisis that tested whether intimate
dependence on God could be translated into publicly recognized
religious authority. Beyond the loss of a respected religious leader, his
death generated a profound crisis of institutional legitimacy within a
pesantren historically organized around male leadership, prompting
uncertainty among students and members of the wider religious
community regarding the legitimacy of female succession.*” This
uncertainty was further intensified because the pesantren had long been
identified with the authority of its male founder and primarily served
male students.” Nyai Mastiyah herself narrates this period not as a
search for another human protector but as a decisive return to God.
Reflecting on the collapse of worldly dependence, she writes, “After a
long period of contemplation, I began to turn to Allah... I began to
seek His love, entrust my burdens to Him, and surrender all my
affairs to Him”.* This spiritual reorientation became the existential
foundation from which her leadership gradually emerged.
Consequently, the transition of leadership was gradually understood
not as simple institutional succession but as the transformation of

42 Amva, Menggapai Impian: Pengalaman Spiritual Seorang Hamba Yang Menyerahkan Diri
Secara Total Kepada Tuban (Jakarta: Kompas, 2010).

43 Yikriyah Istiglaliyani, Ulama Perenmpnan Di Pesantren: Studi Tentang Kepemimpinan Nyai
Hj. Masriyah Amwa, 8, no. 1 (2022): 104-9.

4 Mastiyah Amva, Cara Mudah Menggapai Impian (Bandung: Nuansa, 2008), 150-53.
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lived transcendental experience into communal legitimacy within a
patriarchal pesantren tradition.

Nyai Masriyah responded to this crisis by reconstructing the
foundation of religious leadership. Rather than presenting herself as
the natural successor to her late husband, she redirected the
pesantren’s attention toward God’s continuing presence as the source
of institutional continuity. Gathering her students after Kiai
Muhammad’s death, she announced that the pesantren had a new
leader, “greater than myself, greater than the previous leader, and
greater than any human being,” before declaring that “Allah is now
the one who leads this pesantren”.” This declaration was more than
devotional rhetoric. Across her later writings, she consistently urges
women to replace dependence on husbands with complete reliance
upon God alone.* This article conceptualizes this process as divine
substitution, in which institutional legitimacy is relocated from human
succession to divine companionship, allowing intimate dependence
on God to serve as the basis for publicly recognized religious
authority.

The recurring narratives identified in Nyai Masriyah’s writings
reveal that the leadership transition was not a single historical event
but a cumulative spiritual process through which personal piety
gradually acquired institutional significance. Rather than emerging
immediately after the founder’s death, communal legitimacy was
gradually constructed through recurring narratives of dependence
upon God, perseverance in suffering, prayer, and ethical responsibility
that consistently appeared across Nyai Masriyah’s published writings.
These interconnected dynamics are synthesized in Table 3. Drawing
on documentary research and iterative thematic analysis of Nyai
Masriyah’s published writings, this study identifies four interrelated
stages in the formation of her religious authority: the crisis of
legitimacy, the articulation of a divine mandate, the negotiation of
patriarchal expectations, and the emergence of broader socio-religious
recognition. Viewed together, these stages demonstrate how lived
transcendental experience was progressively translated into communal
trust and organizational stability. This process resonates with
Woodhead’s (2003) concept of relational religion and Meyer’s (2015)

4 Mastiyah Amva, Bangkit Dari Terpuruk: Kisah Sejati Seorang Perempuan Tentang
Keagungan Tuban (Jakarta: Kompas, 2010), 193.
4 Amva, Rahasia Sang Maba: Mengubah Derita Jadi Bahagia, 8, 25, 179.
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theory of religious mediation, both of which explain how enduring
relationships with the Divine become socially effective through
culturally recognizable forms of religious life.
Table 3. The Process of Transforming Personal
Piety into Religious Authority
Category Brief Description

Crisis of Legitimacy The death of Kiai Muhammad (20006)
triggered a legitimacy crisis in the male-
dominated pesantren tradition, creating public
doubt about female leadership.

Divine Mandate as Nyai Masriyah constructed her authority by

Legitimation framing Gos as the “divine replacement” for
her husband, using the theological narrative
“No Humans, Yes God” to justify her
leadership

Gender Negotiation Her leadership challenged traditional gender
norms by transforming personal piety into
public authority, renegotiating domestic and
religious spaces.

Social-Religious Impact = Her figure exemplifies lived female religious
authority and aligns with contemporary
movements like KUPI (Indonesian Congress
of Female Islamic Scholars), enriching
discourse on Muslim women’s leadership.

The analytical model presented in Table 3 demonstrates that
Nyai Masriyah’s religious authority was consolidated not solely
through institutional succession but also through the continual
embodiment of divine intimacy in everyday communal life. Rather
than remaining a private spiritual experience, her sustained
dependence upon God became visible through prayer, compassionate
action, and everyday leadership. Throughout her writings, Nyai
Mastriyah repeatedly describes dbikr and prayer as a “vital necessity”
through which she experiences God’s help, tranquility, and resilience
in confronting life’s challenges,” while insisting that dependence
upon God should be translated into compassion, generosity, and
service toward others.”® This pattern reflects what Ammerman
describes as lived religion, in which faith acquires social significance
through ordinary practices, relationships, and moral commitments

47 Ibid., 132.
48 Mastiyah Amva, Meraih Hidup Luar Biasa Melalui Keknatan Doa dan Iman (Jakarta:
Kompas, 2010), 98.
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rather than through formal doctrine alone.” It also resonates with
Meyer’s argument that religious authority is mediated through
culturally recognizable forms, performances, and material practices
that render transcendental expetience publicly credible.”” Woodhead’s
concept of relational religion likewise helps explain how enduring
relationships with the Divine become socially persuasive through
these everyday forms of religious mediation.”’ Consequently,
communal trust emerged not because Nyai Masriyah claimed
authority, but because her lived spirituality was consistently embodied
in ethical leadership and everyday religious practice.

The transformation of divine intimacy into communal
legitimacy also extends contemporary debates on women’s religious
agency in Islam. Mahmood demonstrates that piety is not merely an
expression of submission but a disciplined process of ethical self-
formation through which religious subjects cultivate moral
capacities.” Building on this insight, Velji argues that such agency
should be understood as a creative mode of becoming that transcends
the conventional opposition between tesistance and compliance.”
Nyai Masriyah’s writing similatly portrays dependence upon God as
the foundation of women’s strength, independence, and moral
responsibility, affirming that genuine autonomy emerges not through
dependence on human authority but through continual reliance upon
the Divine.* Extending these perspectives, the present study argues
that women’s religious authority should not be understood primarily
as the product of institutional office or inherited legitimacy. Rather,
spiritual feminist authority gradually emerges as sustained divine
intimacy is translated into ethical credibility, communal trust, and
publicly recognized religious leadership through everyday religious
practice.

4 Ammerman, “Lived Religion as an Emerging Field: An Assessment of Its
Contours and Frontiers.”

50 Birgit Meyer, “Religion as Mediation,” Ewnfangled Religions 11, no. 3 (2020),
https://doi.otg/10.13154/e1.11.2020.8444.

1 Woodhead, “Feminism and the Sociology of Religion,” 1st ed., ed. Fenn (New
Jersey: Wiley, 2003).

52 Mahmood, “Feminist Theory, Agency, and the Liberatory Subject”; Mahmood,
“Feminist Theory, Embodiment, and the Docile Agent.”

3 Velji, “From Opposition to Creativity.”

> Amva, Rabasia Sang Maha: Mengubah Derita Jadi Bahagia, 179.
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Situating Nyai Masriyah within the broader landscape of
Indonesian Npya; leadership further clarifies the theoretical
contribution of this study. Previous scholarship has identified several
pathways through which women acquire religious authority in
pesantren, including genealogical succession, institutional leadership,
educational reform, and participatory governance. These studies
demonstrate that women’s legitimacy is generally explained through
social, familial, and organizational resources.” By contrast, Nyai
Masriyah’s leadership reveals a different epistemic and theological
trajectory. Her authority was not established primarily through
lineage, formal office, or institutional innovation, but through what
this study conceptualizes as divine substitution, whereby continual
dependence upon God was progressively translated into ethical
credibility, communal trust, and publicly recognized religious
leadership. Rather than treating transcendental experience as merely a
private dimension of religious life, this study argues that sustained
divine intimacy can itself function as a source of religious authority.
In doing so, it expands existing typologies of women's religious
leadership by identifying divine intimacy as a distinct mechanism
through which spiritual experience is transformed into enduring
communal legitimacy.

The mechanism identified in this study also contributes to
broader discussions of women's religious authority in contemporaty
Islam. Previous scholarship has demonstrated that Muslim women
increasingly exercise religious authority through contextual Qur’anic
interpretation, educational leadership, community engagement, public
preaching, and digital religious platforms rather than exclusively
through inherited institutional hierarchies.” The present study
complements these perspectives by identifying an additional
mechanism through which women’s religious authority is constituted.
Rather than emerging solely from scholarly credentials, institutional

5 Eka Adni Rahayu and Nahiyah Jaidi Faraz, The Transformational Leadership of The
Female 1eader in Pesantren, 27, no. 2 (2019): 299-332; Aris Dwi Nugroho, Empowering
Voices from Pesantren: The Emergence of Female Spiritual 1eadership in Indonesia, 8, no. 2
(2024): 703-16.

5 Eva F. Nisa, “Muslim Women in Contemporary Indonesia: Online Conflicting
Narratives behind the Women Ulama Congress,” Asian Studies Review 43, no. 3 (July
2019):  434-54, https://doi.org/10.1080/10357823.2019.1632796;, Nisa and
Saenong, “Relegitimizing Religious Authority”; Kloos and Ismah, “Siting Islamic
Feminism”; Ismah, “Issuing Justice.”
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office, or public activism, Nyai Masriyah's authority was progressively
formed through sustained divine intimacy, which became publicly
embodied in ethical practice and was collectively recognized as
religious legitimacy. Spiritual feminist authority, therefore, offers a
complementary  framework  for understanding how  lived
transcendental experience can function as an enduring source of
women’s religious authority in contemporary Islam.

Taken together, the findings presented in this section
demonstrate that Nyai Masriyah’s leadership cannot be adequately
explained through institutional succession, genealogical inheritance, or
formal religious office alone. Rather, it emerges through a cumulative
process in which divine intimacy is narratively articulated, embodied
in everyday religious practice, recognized by the pesantren community,
and progressively institutionalized as legitimate religious leadership.
Conceptualized in this study as spiritual feminist authority, this
mechanism extends existing scholarship on Islamic feminism, /Zved
religion, and women’s religious authority by explaining how lived
transcendental experience is transformed into enduring communal
legitimacy. By shifting analytical attention from where Muslim women
possess religious authority to how it is produced, embodied, and
collectively recognized, the study also foregrounds the Indonesian
pesantren as an important site for theorizing women’s religious
authority from the Global South. Having established the theological
and epistemological foundations of this authority, the following
section examines how these spiritual commitments are translated into
symbolic practices and a distinctive social ethic within the pesantren
community.

From Symbolic Mediation to Spiritual Feminist Authority
Having established how divine intimacy became the foundation
of religious authority, the discussion now turns to the symbolic
processes through which that authority was translated into a shared
social ethic within the pesantren community. Nyai Masriyah
consistently argues that spiritual intimacy with God must shape
everyday conduct, insisting that “by making Allah the focus of every
action, Allah will elevate us”.”” This statement encapsulates a
recurring pattern throughout her writings: transcendental experience
is never treated as an inward mystical achievement but as the ethical

57 Amva, Rabasia Sang Maha: Mengubah Derita Jadi Bahagia, 179.
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orientation from which compassion, generosity, perseverance, and
responsibility toward others continually emerge. Rather than
functioning merely as literary expressions, the symbols that permeate
her writings mediate invisible theological realities by rendering them
publicly intelligible and morally persuasive. This process reflects what
Meyer describes as a religious mediation, through which religious
meanings become socially effective by assuming culturally
recognizable forms.™ It likewise resonates with Ammerman’s
understanding of lived religion, in which faith acquires public
significance through ordinary practices and moral relationships rather
than through doctrinal affirmation alone.”

A close reading of Nyai Masriyah’s published writings reveals
that this ethical orientation is consistently articulated through a
coherent system of symbolic narratives rather than abstract
theological propositions. Across the documentary corpus published
between 2007 and 2015, four recurring symbols emerge with
remarkable consistency: the candle, the coral, the cloud and rain, and
the mother of all. These images appear in different textual contexts
yet perform a common interpretive function by translating divine
intimacy into recognizable moral dispositions and social action
patterns. The candle signifies self-giving service, the coral embodies
steadfast perseverance amid suffering, the cloud and rain represent
generosity and compassionate care, while the image of the mother of
all expresses an inclusive ethic of protection and responsibility toward
the vulnerable.”” Rather than functioning as isolated metaphors, these
recurring symbols constitute an integrated moral grammar through
which transcendental experience is continually transformed into
ethical practice and, ultimately, into socially recognizable religious
leadership. The symbolic structures identified through this
documentary analysis are summarized in Table 4.

8 Amva, Tafakur Cinta, 1st ed.; Amva, Menggapai Inmpian: Pengalaman Spiritnal Seorang
Hamba Y ang Menyerabkan Diri Secara Total Kepada Tuban (Jakarta: Kompas, 2010).

% Linda Woodhead, “Feminism and the Sociology of Religion: From
Gender-blindness to Gendered Difference,” in The Blackwell Companion to Sociology of
Religion, 1st ed., ed. Richard K. Fenn (New Jersey: Wiley, 2003), 67-84,
https://doi.otg/10.1002/9780470998571.ch4; Woodhead, “Five Concepts of
Religion.”

0 Amva, Tafakur Cinta, 1st ed.; Amva, Menggapai Impian: Pengalaman Spiritual Seorang
Hamba Y ang Menyerabkan Diri Secara Total Kepada Tuban (Jakarta: Kompas, 2010).
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Table 4: Symbolic Mediation of Divine Intimacy into Social Ethics

Symbols Core Meaning Theological & Leadership
Dimension

Candle Self-sacrifice to give Spirituality of  sacrifice;
light to others, even if = service-based leadership
scorned (servant leadership)

Coral Steadfastness in facing Theology of  resilience;
the storms and waves leadership of integrity and
of life courage

Cloud and Social care that Theology of love; emphatic

Rain provides coolness and and inclusive leadership
meaning

Mother of all A universal maternal Maternal theology:

people role for the weak and | leadership based on care and
suffering protection

Read collectively rather than individually, the four symbols
presented in Table 4 reveal a coherent ethical vision in which intimacy
with God is inseparable from responsibility toward others. Rather
than celebrating mystical experience as an end in itself, Nyai Masriyah
repeatedly translates divine attributes into everyday moral obligations.
She insists that those who believe God is a/-Rahman and al-Karim must
embody mercy and generosity in their relationships with others,
arguing that knowledge of God’s attributes remains incomplete unless
it is realized through concrete acts of compassion and service.”
Likewise, her reflections on Amal Sirri portray ethical action as
assistance offered without seeking recognition, emphasizing that the
highest form of charity conceals the intention to help so that
recipients retain their dignity.”” These narratives demonstrate that the
symbolic language of the candle, the cloud, and the mother of all is
not merely metaphorical but constitutes an ethical pedagogy through
which transcendental devotion is continually translated into
compassion, generosity, and social responsibility. Such an
understanding resonates with Woodhead’s conception of relational
religion, in which one’s relationship with the Divine is continually
enacted through relationships with other human beings.”

oV Amva, Bangkit Dari Terpuruk: Kisah Sejati Seorang Perempuan Tentang Keagungan
Tuban, ed. H., 98.

02 Tbid., 271.

63 Luhrmann, “The Faith Frame,” 302-318.
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The symbolic imagination that permeates Tafakur Cinta
demonstrates that Nyai Masriyah does not treat symbols as decorative
literary devices but as theological media through which believers learn
to perceive the world differently. Throughout the text, ordinary
emotions such as longing, love, suffering, and solitude are relatedly
transformed into symbolic pathways toward divine intimacy. She
writes that “everything can become a means of journeying toward
God, a means of worship, and a way of seeking His mercy for both
this world and the hereafter,” while elsewhere declaring, “I want my
beloved to become my past, and God to become my future”.” Read
through Ricoeur’s hermeneutics, these symbolic expressions function
as productive metaphors that redescribe reality rather than merely
representing it, enabling personal longing to be reinterpreted as
ethical commitment and divine love to become the moral horizon
from which compassion, perseverance, and service acquire enduring
social meaning.*

The social significance of Nyai Masriyah’s symbolic imagination
ultimately lies in its capacity to circulate beyond the written text and
become embodied in everyday religious practice. Her narratives
repeatedly demonstrate that symbolic meanings attain their fullest
expression when translated into concrete ethical action. This is
particularly evident in her account of Amal Sirri, where she describes
creating opportunities for an unemployed neighbor by disguising
assistance as the construction of a private garden, thereby preserving
the recipient’s dignity while concealing her own charitable intention.”
Here, compassion is not merely advocated but symbolically enacted
through practices of humility, discretion, and care. Such a process
reflects Meyer’s understanding of religious mediation, in which
religious meanings become socially efficacious through material
practices, embodied performances, and shared moral sensibilities
rather than doctrinal discourse alone.”® Consequently. Nyai Mastiyah’s
symbolic narratives do more than communicate theological ideas; they

64 Mastiyah Amva, Tafakur Cinta (Cirebon: Kebon Jambu, 2015), v.

% Ibid., 10.

% Woodhead, “Feminism and the Sociology of Religion,” 1st ed., ed. Fenn (New
Jersey: Wiley, 2003).

7 Amva, Bangkit Dari Terpuruk: Kisah Sejati Seorang Perempuan Tentang Keagnngan
Tuban, ed. H., 271.

%8 Clifford Geertz, The Religion of Java (Chicago and London: The University of
Chicago Press, 1960).
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cultivate a communal ethic in which divine intimacy is continually
reproduced through everyday acts of compassion and responsibility.

The symbolic construction of social ethics identified in Nyai
Masriyah’s writings extends existing scholarship on women’s religious
authority by demonstrating that symbolic mediation constitutes an
essential mechanism through which spiritual legitimacy is socially
recognized. Previous studies have generally explained women’s
religious authority through institutional leadership, charismatic
influence, educational credentials, or the negotiation of gender within
Islamic traditions. They pay comparatively little attention to the
symbolic processes through which transcendental experience is
translated into everyday ethical relationships. In Nyai Masriyah’s case,
authority is sustained not merely because followers acknowledge her
spiritual experiences are continually rendered intelligible through
symbolic narratives that shape compassion, generosity, perseverance,
and care within the community. Consequently, women’s religious
authority emerges not solely from possessing spiritual experience but
from the capacity to transform that experience into a shared moral
imagination that others can recognize, emulate, and embody.

Taken together, these findings demonstrate that symbolic
mediation constitutes the crucial bridge between transcendental
experience and publicly recognized religious authority. Rather than
emerging from institutional office, hereditary lineage, or formal
scholarly credentials alone, Nyai Masriyah’s authority is sustained
through her capacity to transform intimate encounters with the
Divine into symbolic narratives that cultivate ethical dispositions
within the community. This article, therefore, argues that spiritual
feminist authority should be understood not simply as authority
exercised by a spiritually accomplished woman but as a relational
process in which divine intimacy, symbolic imagination, ethical
embodiment, and communal recognition mutually reinforce one
another. This formulation expands prevailing discussions of women’s
religious authority by demonstrating that religious leadership is
constituted through the interplay of transcendence, symbolic
mediation, ethical embodiment, and communal recognition.

The foregoing analysis suggests that Nyai Masriyah’s religious
authority cannot be sufficiently explained through prevailing models
that privilege institutional succession, scriptural expertise, or
charismatic leadership. Although scholarship on Islamic feminism has
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demonstrated how women negotiate religious authority through
textual reinterpretation and ethical self-formation,” while studies of
lived religion have emphasized embodiment, mediation, and everyday
religious  practice,” these perspectives rarely explain  how
transcendental experience itself becomes the primary source of
publicly recognized religious authority. Rather than treating
encounters with the Divine as subjective experiences lying outside
social analysis, the present study argues that transcendence functions
as an epistemic and relational resource through which religious
legitimacy is generated. The empirical case of Nyai Mastiyah
demonstrates that intimate encounters with God acquire public
significance only because they are continually mediated through ritual
discipline, devotional writing, symbolic imagination, and ethical
practice. Religious authority, therefore, emerges neither from mystical
experience alone nor from institutional recognition alone, but from
the continuous interaction between transcendence and its social
mediation.

Building upon this analytical framework, this article proposes
the concept of spiritual feminist authority to describe a process
through which women’s religious authority is constituted through the
recursive interaction of transcendental experience, symbolic
mediation, ethical embodiment, and communal recognition. Unlike
existing models that locate authority primarily in institutional office,
hereditary lineage, formal scholarship, or individual charisma, spiritual
feminist authority originates in sustained encounters with the Divine
while simultaneously depending upon their contextual translation into
socially intelligible forms. Conceptually, this process consists of three
mutually reinforcing dimensions. The first is an epistemic-
trancendental dimension, through which experiential knowledge
acquired in intimate communion with God becomes the primary
source of religious insight. The second is a symbolic-mediation
dimension, whereby ritual practice, devotional writing, and symbolic
narratives continually transform transcendental experience into
publicly accessible moral meaning, consistent with Meyer’s

% Badran, Feminism in Islam; Mahmood, ‘“Feminist Theory, Agency, and the
Liberatory Subject”; ibid.

70 Woodhead, “Feminism and the Sociology of Religion,” 1st ed., ed. Fenn (New
Jersey: Wiley, 2003); Woodhead, “Five Concepts of Religion”; Meyer, “Media and
the Senses in the Making of Religious Experience”; Meyer, “Picturing the Invisible.”
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understanding of religious mediation.”" The third is a socio-ethical
dimension in which these embodied practices cultivate communal
women to exercise enduring religious leadership within patriarchal
settings. Rather than operating sequentially, these dimensions
reinforce one another recursively, producing the durable legitimacy
conceptualized here as spiritual feminist authority.

Concluding Remarks

The study demonstrates that women’s religious authority
cannot be adequately understood solely through institutional
succession, textual expertise, charismatic leadership, or gender
negotiation. Drawing on lived religion and theological anthropology,
it shows that Nyai Masriyah’s authority emerges through a recursive
process in which transcendental experience is embodied in ritual
discipline, articulated through symbolic narratives, translated into
ethical practice, and ultimately recognized as legitimate religious
leadership within the pesantren community. Rather than treating
divine intimacy as a private mystical experience detached from social
life, the findings establish that it functions as an epistemic resource
through which ethical credibility and communal legitimacy are
progressively constituted. The study, therefore, shifts the analytical
focus from identifying where women obtain religious authority to
explaining how religious authority is constituted through the dynamic
interplay of transcendence, symbolic mediation, ethical embodiment,
and communal recognition.

Building upon the analytical shift, the article advances the
concept of spiritual feminist authority as its principal theoretical
contribution. More than a new descriptive category, the concept
addresses an important limitation in existing scholarship, which has
largely explained women’s religious authority through institutional,
textual, or charismatic frameworks while paying insufficient attention
to transcendental experience as an epistemic foundation of public
religious legitimacy. By demonstrating how intimate relationships with
the Divine become socially intelligible through symbolic mediation
and embodied ethical practice, this study repositions transcendence as
a constitutive dimension of religious authority rather than a purely
private or subjective phenomenon. Beyond the Indonesian pesantren,
the proposed framework offers a transferable conceptual model for

7! Luhrmann, “The Faith Frame,”; Woodhead, “Five Concepts of Religion.”
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examining how women across diverse religious traditions transform
lived spiritual experience into enduring moral credibility and publicly
recognized religious leadership, thereby opening new directions for
research on religion, gender, and authority.

Bibliography

Adnani, Kamila, and Moh. Mahbub. “The Power of Nyai in The
Development of The Pesantren.” DINIKA: Academic Journal of
Islamic ~ Studies 6, no. 2 (December 2021): 263-90.
https://doi.org/10.22515/dinika.v6i2.4084.

Ammerman, Nancy T. Lived Religion as an Emerging Field: An Assessment
of Its Contours and Frontiers. 29, no. 2 (2016): 83-99.

. “Lived Religion as an Emerging Field: An Assessment of Its
Contours and Frontiers.” Nordic Journal of Religion and Society 29,
no. 2 (2016): 83-99. https://doi.org/10.18261/issn.1890-7008-
2016-02-01.

Amva, Masriyah. Bangkit Dari Terpurnk: Kisah Sejati Seorang Perempuan
Tentang Keagungan Tuban. Jakarta: Kompas, 2010.

. Bangkit Dari Terpuruk: Kisah Sejati Seorang Perempuan Tentang

Keagungan Tuban. Edited by Ambiya H. Jakarta: Kompas, 2010.

. Cara Mudah Menggapai Impian. Bandung: Nuansa, 2008.

——— Menggapai Impian: Pengalaman Spiritual Seorang Hamba Yang
Menyerahkan Diri Secara Total Kepada Tuban. Jakarta: Kompas,
2010.

. Meraih Hidup Luar Biasa Melalui Keknatan Doa dan Iman. ]akarta:

Kompas, 2010.

. Rabasia Sang Maha: Mengubah Derita Jadi Bahagia. Jakarta: PT

Kompas Gramedia Nusantara, 2012.

. Tafakur Cinta. Cirebon: Kebon Jambu, 2015.

Badran, Margot. Feminism in Islam: Secular and Religious Convergences.
New Yortk: Simon and Schuster, 2013.

Bigelow, Anna. “Lived Secularism: Studies in India and Turkey.”
Journal of the American Academy of Religion 87, no. 3 (September
2019): 725-64. https://doi.org/10.1093 /jaarel /1£2035.

Chung, Hyun Kyung. Struggle To Be The Sun Again: Introducing Asian
Women’s Theology. Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 1990.

Dabashi, Hamid. Auwuthority in Islam: From the Rise of Mubammad to the
Establishment —of the Umayyads. 2. paperback print. New
Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publ, 2002.

VOLUME 16, ISSUE 1, JUNE 2026 275



Sulaiman, Suparman Syukur, and Muhibbin

Daly, Mary. Beyond God the Father: Toward a Philosophy of Women’s
Liberation. Boston: Beacon Press, 1985.

Denzin, Norman K. The Research Act: A Theoretical Introduction fo
Sociological  Methods. Ist ed. Routledge, 2017.
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315134543.

Doorn-Harder, P. Van. Women Shaping Isiam : Reading the Qu'ran in
Indonesia. Amerika: University of Illinois Press, 2006.

Erwani, Intan, and Anisa Suryani Siregar. The Role of Women in Islanic
Sacred Texts: A Critical Study of Women’s Narratives and Authority in
Istamic Tradition. 106, no. 1 (2025): 1-14.

Farris, Joshua R. An Introduction to Theological Anthropology Humans, Both
Creaturely and Divine. Bakar Academic, 2020.

Geertz, Clifford. The Religion of Java. Chicago and London: The
University of Chicago Press, 1960.

Gifford, Paul. “Religious Authority: Scripture, Tradition, Charisma.”
In The Routledge Companion to the Study of Religion. London:
Routledge, 2005.

Guthrie, Stewart Ellioyy. Faces in the Cloud: A New Theory of Religion.
Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1995.

Ismah, Nor. “Issuing Justice: Women Ulama, Fatwas, and the
Ratification of Indonesia’s Sexual Violence Crime Bill.” African
Journal of Gender and Religion 31, no. 1 (August 2025).
https://doi.org/10.36615/0tp8a987.

. “Women’s Fatwa-Making in Indonesia: Gender, Authority,
and Everyday Legal Practice.” International Journal of Islam in Asia
4, nos. 1-2 (April 2024): 75-97.
https://doi.org/10.1163/25899996-20241073.

Istiglaliyani, Fikriyah. Ulama Perempnan Di Pesantren: Studi Tentang
Kepemimpinan Nyai Hj. Masriyah Amva. 8, no. 1 (2022): 104-9.

Johnson, Elizabeth A. She Who Is: The Mystery of God in Feminist
Theological Disconrse. New York: Crossroad, 1992.

Kloos, David, and Nor Ismah. “Siting Islamic Feminism: The
Indonesian Congress of Women Islamic Scholars and the
Challenge of Challenging Patriarchal Authority.” History and
Anthropolegy 34, no. 5 (October  2023):  818-43.
https://doi.org/10.1080/02757206.2023.2249495.

Kinkler, Mitjam, and David Stewart. Female Religions Authority in Shi'i
Islam:  Past and Present. Edinburgh (Skotlandia): Edinburgh
University Press, 2022.

276 TEOSOFI: JURNAL TASAWUF DAN PEMIKIRAN ISLAM



The Making of Spiritual Feminist Authority:
Rethinking Women's Religious Authority through Theological Anthropology

Kwok, Pui-Lan. Postcolonial Imagination and Feminist Theology. Louisville,
Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 2005.

Lahmar, Fella. Redefining Leadership: The Role of Spirituality and
Motherhood in Muslim Women’s Educational Leadership. 15, no. 12
(2024).

Luhrmann, T. M. “The Faith Frame: Or, Belief Is Easy, Faith Is
Hard.” Contemporary Pragmatism 15, no. 3 (August 2018): 302—18.
https://doi.org/10.1163/18758185-01503003.

Mahmood, Saba. “Feminist Theory, Agency, and the Liberatory
Subject: Some Reflections on the Islamic Revival in Egypt.”
Temenos - Nordic Journal of Comparative Religion 42, no. 1 (January
2000). https://doi.org/10.33356/temenos.4633.

. “Feminist Theory, Embodiment, and the Docile Agent:

Some Reflections on the Egyptian Islamic Revival.” In Readings

in the Theory of Religion. London: Routledge, 2010.

. Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject.
United Kingdom: Princeton University Press, 2005.

McFague, Sallie. Models of God: Theology for an Ecological, Nuclear Age.
Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1987.

McGuire, Meredith B. Lived Religion: Faith and Practice in Everyday Life.
New York: Oxford Academic, 2011.

Meyer, Birgit. “Media and the Senses in the Making of Religious
Experience: An Introduction.” Material Religion 4, no. 2 (July
2008): 124-34. https://doi.org/10.2752/175183408X328262.

. “Picturing the Invisible.” Method & Theory in the Study of

Religion 27,  nos. 45  (October  2015):  333-060.

https://doi.org/10.1163/15700682-12341357.

. “Religion as Mediation.” Entangled Religions 11, no. 3 (2020).
https://doi.org/10.13154/er.11.2020.8444.

Munawwaroh, Alfiatun, Farid Wajdi, and Vinesa Fitri. Gaya
Kepemimpinan Nyai Hajah Masriyah Amva Di Pondok Pesantren
Kebon Jambn Al-Islamy Babakan Ciwaringin Kabupaten Cirebon. 1,
no. 2 (2019).

Nisa, Eva F. “Muslim Women in Contemporary Indonesia: Online
Conlflicting Narratives behind the Women Ulama Congress.”
Asian  Studies Review 43, no. 3 (July 2019): 434-54.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10357823.2019.1632796.

Nisa, Eva F., and Farid F. Saenong. “Relegitimizing Religious
Authority: Indonesian Gendet-Just “‘Ulama’ Amid COVID-19.”

VOLUME 16, ISSUE 1, JUNE 2026 277



Sulaiman, Suparman Syukur, and Muhibbin

Religions 13, no. 6 (May 2022): 485.
https://doi.org/10.3390/1el13060485.

Nugroho, Aris Dwi. Empowering 1 oices from Pesantren: The Emergence of
Female Spiritual 1 eadership in Indonesia. 8, no. 2 (2024): 703-16.

Rahayu, Eka Adni, and Nahiyah Jaidi Faraz. The Transformational
Leadership of The Female 1 eader in Pesantren. 27, no. 2 (2019): 299—
332.

Ricceur, Paul. Interpretation Theory: Discourse and the Surplus of Meaning.
Texas: TCU Press, 1976.

. Oneself as Another. Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1992.

Ricoeur, Paul. Time and Narrative, Volume 1. Translated by Kathleen
McLaughlin and David Pellauer. Chicago, IL: University of
Chicago Press, 1990.

Rinaldo, Rachel. Mobilizing Piety: Islam and Feminism in Indonesia.
England: Oxford Academic, 2013.

Robbins, Joel, and Joel Robbins. Theology and the Anthropolegy of
Christian Life. Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press,
2020.

Ruether, Rosemary Radford. Sexism and God-Talk: Toward A Feminist
Theology. Boston: Beacon Press, 1983.

Schjoedt, Uffe, Hans Stedkilde-Jorgensen, Armin W. Geertz, Torben
E. Lund, and Andreas Roepstorff. “The Power of Charisma—
Perceived Charisma Inhibits the Frontal Executive Network of
Believers in Intercessory Prayer.” Social Cognitive and Affective
Neuroscience 6, no. 1  (January  2011):  119-27.
https://doi.org/10.1093/scan/nsq023.

Smith-Hefner, Nancy ]. Gender and Islam in Indonesian Studies, A
Retrospective. 32, no. 1 (2025).

Velji, Muhammad. “From Opposition to Creativity: Saba Mahmood’s
Decolonial Critique of Teleological Feminist Futures.” Hypatia
39, no. 4 (2024): 773-94.
https://doi.org/10.1017 /hyp.2023.119.

Vicini, Fabio, and Lili Di Puppo. “Rethinking the Anthropological
Enterprise in Light of Muslim Ontologies Secular Vestiges,
Spiritual Epistemologies, Vertical Knowledge.” HAU: Journal of
Ethnographic Theory 14, no. 1 (2024): 7-18.

278 TEOSOFI: JURNAL TASAWUF DAN PEMIKIRAN ISLAM



The Making of Spiritual Feminist Authority:
Rethinking Women's Religious Authority through Theological Anthropology

Viduanaite, Morta. “The Agency in Islam or (and) Human Rights? The
Case of Pious Baltic Muslim Women.” Religions 14, no. 7 (July
2023): 937. https://doi.org/10.3390/1el14070937.

Woodhead, Linda. ““Because I'm Worth It Religion and Women’s
Changing Lives in the West.” In Women and Religion in the West.
London: Routledge, 2008.

“Feminism and the Sociology of Religion: From

Gender-blindness to Gendered Difference.” In The Blackwell

Companion to Sociology of Religion, 1st ed., edited by Richard K.

Fenn, 67-84. New Jersey: Wiley, 2003.

https://doi.org/10.1002/9780470998571.ch4.

. “Five Concepts of Religion.” International Review of Sociology
21, no. 1 (March 2011): 121-483.
https://doi.org/10.1080/03906701.2011.544192.

Zubair, Shirin, and Maria Zubair. “Situating Islamic Feminism(S):
Lived Religion, Negotiation of Identity and Assertion of Third
Space by Muslim Women in Pakistan.” Women’s Studies
International Forum 63 (July 2017): 17-26.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wsif.2017.06.002.

VOLUME 16, ISSUE 1, JUNE 2026 279



