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Abstract 

Since the introduction of decentralization, regions in Indonesia have 
promoted regional philosophies that guide their development. They apply said 
philosophies to many forms of development, including politics, economics, and 
administration. This paper examines the political discourse of religious harmony 
in West Sumatra and North Sulawesi, where the term ‘religious harmony’ has 
been variously interpreted to suit their regional philosophies.  

This paper examines religious harmony in regulations on religious 
interactions in Indonesia and shows that regulations below the Indonesian 
constitution have questioned religious freedom and played an important role in 
the political discourse of religious harmony in Indonesia and its provinces. This 
paper also examines how religious harmony in both West Sumatra and North 
Sulawesi is understood and explained by stakeholders. This picture is drawn 
from both Muslim and Christian religious leaders as well as governmental 
officials. The results show that West Sumatra’s Islamic philosophy have 
influenced the local understanding of religious harmony, whereas North 
Sulawesi’s philosophy of plural society has lead the term of religious harmony 
to be understood as religious pluralism.   

 

Introduction 

 Former Indonesian President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono received an award 

for religious tolerance from the US-based Appeal of Conscience Foundation in 2013. 

This honour was criticized because the then-president had ignored the plight of 

religious minorities in the country. Buddhist, Catholic, Shia, and Ahmadi 

communities were confronted by the Sunni Muslim majority, and Yudhoyono did 

little to stop the confrontation. 

 This paper examines regulations on religious interactions in the country and 

compares them with the Indonesian Constitution. After suggesting that regulations of 

a lower level than the Constitution have ignored religious freedom, the paper explains 
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how religious harmony has been interpreted differently in two provinces, West 

Sumatra and North Sulawesi. 

 

Religious Harmony in Indonesian regulations 

Indonesia is a pluralistic society. This plurality consists not only of hundreds 

of tribes and ethnic groups, but also religions. This social fact would lead to conflict 

if it was not managed proportionally or if the state failed in managing the relationship 

between religions. To manage the plurality, the Indonesian Constitution 

acknowledges religious freedom for all citizens. This acknowledgment, however, is 

not reflected in subsequent regulations on religious affairs in Indonesia. Relations 

between religions are often formulated based on a concept of Kerukunan Antar Umat 

Beragama (inter-religious harmony). For example, Presidential Regulation No 1/1965 

began to control religious interactions among society by providing official 

recognition to six official religions (Islam, Protestantism, Catholicism, Hinduism, 

Buddhism, and Confucianism) at the expense of others.1 This regulation allowed the 

six aforementioned religions to be publicly disseminated while others were not. This 

was considered a way to construct religious harmony; conversely, if religions without 

official recognition send missionaries into communities, they are considered to be 

causing religious disharmony. The implicit politics of religious harmony in this 

regulation began the construction of an association of religious harmony with the 

prohibition of public religious activities by practitioners of religions without official 

recognition. 

The next regulation on religious harmony was a joint ministerial decision 

between the Minister of Internal Affairs and Religious Affairs, numbered 

1/BER/MDN-MAG/1969. This regulation managed missionary activities for the six 

official religions, stipulating that missionaries are not allowed to intimidate, persuade, 

or force others in any form. According to this regulation, persuading others to convert 

to another religion is a cause of religious disharmony. This regulation is problematic, 

as inter-faith marriage is prohibited and thus someone must persuade his or her 

partner to convert to his or her religion in order to be able to officially become 

married  . 

                                                 
1  Confucianism was excluded from the list of officially recognized religions in 1967 by the Suharto government 

before again being acknowledged by the Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono government in 2006. 
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This was clarified with a subsequent regulation, Joint Ministerial Decision of 

the Minister of Internal Affairs and Minister of Religious Affairs No. 1/1979. This 

decision states that religious missions cannot be targeted at persons of different faiths. 

In other words, according to this regulation religious harmony involves conveying 

religious messages only to persons of the same religious affiliations. This regulation 

further explains that persuading one to convert by providing life necessities is 

considered to be against religious harmony; the acts of distributing written messages 

(such as books, pamphlets, and magazines) and visiting adherents of other religions 

to convey religious messages are likewise considered to cause religious disharmony. 

This regulation limited Indonesians opportunities to discuss and learn about other 

religions with friends who adhere to different religions.  

The association of religious harmony with the limiting of religious preaching 

by and to adherents of religions without official government recognition was 

continued through a regulation establishing a forum for the elites of official religions. 

Instruction No. 3 of 1981 showed an intention to create the Wadah Musyawarah 

Antar Umat Beragama, a forum for religious leaders from all officially recognized 

religions that was expected to meet regularly and promptly in response to religious 

conflict in their own regions. This forum, however, ignored the role of religious 

leaders in groups and sects without official recognition. 

Subsequent regulations on religious affairs have continued to ignore religious 

freedoms. In 1996, the Minister of Religious Affairs set a guideline for the 

counteracting of disharmonious religious interactions through Decision of Minister of 

Religious Affairs No. 84/1996. According to the decision, the damage to religious 

harmony can arise from the construction of places of worship, religious broadcasting, 

foreign aid, interfaith marriages, celebrations of religious holidays, blasphemy, 

religious splinter groups, and other social and political factors. This regulation 

overlooks religious frictions related to groups without official recognition and their 

construction of religious places of worship in the country.  

In 2006, joint ministerial decisions of the Minister of Internal Affairs and 

Minister of Religious Affairs (Numbers 9 and 8 of 2006, respectively) gave regional 

governments the authority and responsibility for managing religious harmony in their 

regions and districts—with majority consent. This regulation has played an important 

part in making minority groups politically vulnerable in Indonesian districts. To reach 
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majority voters in local elections, candidates must follow majority demands, even 

where detrimental to minority groups. The regulation also states that construction of 

religious places of worship requires 90 local users and support from 60 people from 

the community. This regulation does not recognize the differences between Islamic 

and Christian communities. Sunni Muslims have no structural institutions—every 

follower can practice his or her faith at any mosque—while Christians, particularly 

Protestants, are generally required to go to their own churches, which may not 

necessarily be near their own residences. 

No regulations can prevent conflict among religious adherents in Indonesia, 

and events detrimental to religious interactions in the country continue to occur. 

These include church burnings, killings of member of religious sects lacking official 

recognition, and difficulties in the construction of churches and mosques. The uneasy 

relationships between religious groups in Indonesia have been strained further by the 

availability of global media networks which provide coverage of international 

religious disharmony and thus undermine political discourses of religious freedom. 

Coverage of an American priest’s intent to burn the Qur’an, Muslim civilians being 

killed in Palestine, and terrorist acts show failures in creating worldwide religious 

harmony. These have been detrimental to the interactions of religious communities in 

Indonesia and indicate that both religious harmony and discourse on it in Indonesian 

society has always been influenced by the local, national and international events.    

 

Discourse on Religious Harmony in West Sumatra and North Sulawesi 

West Sumatra and North Sulawesi,2 two of Indonesia’s thirty three provinces, 

have different religious majority societies. Demographically, the population of West 

Sumatra is 97 per cent Muslim, whereas North Sulawesi is 70 per cent Christian (data 

as of 2012). This paper examines how Muslims and Christians in these two regions 

perceive religious harmony. 

Muslim and Christian narratives about religious harmony in both regions have 

initially focused on similar terms such as ‘mutual respect’ (saling menghormati), 

‘mutual recognition’ (saling menghargai), ‘tolerance’ (toleransi) and ‘peace’ (damai). 

These responses are not surprising, as national discourse on religious harmony has 

associated the religious harmony with those terms. However, as the national 

                                                 
2 The author has worked in North Sulawesi since 1999, but grew up in West Sumatra. 
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discourse on religious harmony does not describe further who should respect whom, 

Muslims and Christian in the two regions differ their understanding of those terms. 

 

Religious Harmony for Muslims in West Sumatra and North Sulawesi 

Muslim respondents in West Sumatra commonly provided examples of 

religious harmony in terms of behavior and dress, limited places for non-Muslim 

activities, and government engagement in Islamic activities. For example, Rahman,3 

chairman of a local Muslim organization (interview, 20 July 2014) said ‘if a woman 

wears shorts, she does not respect Islamic values [as manifested in] the dress code in 

the region’. He added ‘all women—not only Muslim woman—must respect the dress 

code in order not to disturb the comfort of society (kenyamanan masyarakat)’. He 

refers to religious harmony as the act of following regional dress codes, codes based 

in Islamic values.4  

Unlike in West Sumatra, Muslims in North Sulawesi, when asked about the 

Islamic dress code and its relation to religious harmony, do not require adherents of 

other religions to follow such a dress code. A habib (50s) told me that the issue of 

dress code is one of attitudes. He urged Muslims to wear Muslim dress in order to 

differentiate Muslims and Christians in the region (interview, 15 August 2014). For 

him, unlike Muslims in West Sumatra, religious harmony in North Sulawesi means 

that Muslims are allowed to wear Islamic dress code in public, as they are allowed to 

do now; as such, for him Islamic dress code is to distinguish them from other 

adherents of other religions.   

West Sumatran Muslims also understand religious harmony as the closing of 

restaurants from morning to a few hours before magrib prayers during  the month of 

Ramadan. Ahmad (43), a member of Regional Indonesian Ulama Council, suggested 

to me in our conversation in early August 2014 that non-Muslims must respect 

(menghargai) Muslims who are fasting during Ramadan. Such respect can be shown, 

he said, by not eating during the day, as Muslims are not allowed to eat and drink. 

For him, when restaurant owners open their businesses, said owners break codes of 

religious tolerance and trigger disharmony between religious groups. This position is 

echoed by Rahman, who told me that, in the days before Ramadan, religious elites 

                                                 
3  All respondent’s names in this paper are anonymous. 
4  These are Islamic values as understood by the community. Different interpretations of the Qur'an and hadiths 

have led to different recommendations of what exactly consists of Islamic dress code. 
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from all religions gather in Padang to be reminded that Ramadan will come and for 

that religious elites from all officially recognized religions should tell their followers 

through certain actions, including closing restaurants. Again, religious harmony 

during Ramadan in West Sumatra, according to Muslim respondents, is understood as 

limiting certain behaviors for all citizens. 

Such politics of religious harmony during Ramadan in West Sumatra do not 

occur in North Sulawesi. For Muslim respondents in North Sulawesi, closing 

restaurants during Ramadan is going too far. Mahmud, a head of the regional 

religious office in Manado, suggests that respecting Muslims during Ramadan means 

allowing them to come late to school and work, and to go home earlier that of the 

usual working hours; this is current practice (interview, 12 August 2014). This 

message is echoed by the habib, who even suggests that ‘Muslims must show that 

they are fine in their normal activities during Ramadan’ (interview, 2 August 2014).  

For Muslim respondents in West Sumatra, religious harmony also refers to 

construction of places of worship. Places of worship must be constructed within their 

own ‘established religious community’, as stated by Rahman (interview, 20 July 

2014) when we were discussing many forms of religious harmony in West Sumatra. 

He inferred that construction of places of worship is only permissible in places 

communities with a long history of certain religious affiliations. This interpretation is 

interesting because it could be interpreted as meaning that mosques could not be built 

in historically Buddhist or Christian areas; such an understanding harms relations 

between religious communities.  

These responses are, again, dissimilar to those of Muslim respondents in 

North Sulawesi. For Mahmud, the construction of places of worship must follow 

national regulations on the issue (interview, 12 August 2014). For him, so long as the 

regulations’ requirements—pertaining to congregation size and endorsements from 

communities and regional governments—are fulfilled, the construction of places of 

worship must be supported. 

Muslim respondents in West Sumatra also discuss the engagement of regional 

governments in Islamic activities as part of the discourse on religious harmony. For 

example, Rahman argues that regional government officials, such as the governor and 

mayor, must enforce the closure of restaurants during Ramadan (interview, 20 July 

2014). He likewise finds that regional governments must enforce Islamic dress codes 
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in public. He infers that religious disharmony will occur if the Islamic community 

enforces these activities by itself.  

The association of religious harmony with regional government engagement 

in Islamic activities is supported by Muslims respondents in North Sulawesi. The 

habib told me that governments’ must provide services to the community—including 

religious services (Interview, 15 August 2014). As a regional official, Mahmud 

explained that the regional government has been engaged in supporting religious 

activities. He said that religious leaders and teachers in the community have been 

supported financially. However, Mahmud disagrees regarding the enforcement of 

regulations inspired by Islam, except if said regulations have become regional or 

national ones regarding religious interactions in Indonesia (interview, 12 August 

2014). 

The aforementioned responses from Muslims in North Sulawesi show that, 

for them, religious harmony means freedom for Muslims to follow their own 

religious beliefs, for governments to facilitate the practice of these religious beliefs, 

and for Muslims and governments to follow regulations on religious activities. These 

Muslim respondents in North Sulawesi also refer to religious harmony to practicing 

religion, standing side by side in religious worship, and exchanging religious 

wishes—none of which are common for Muslims in West Sumatra. It is common in 

North Sulawesi for Muslims to pray together during meetings attended by adherents 

of different religions. Such meetings usually begin with prayers led by a Christian 

priest and end with prayers led by a Muslim imam. The construction of mosques near 

churches is also apparent in North Sulawesi. More importantly, Muslims wish 

“Merry Christmas” to their Christian fellows in the region. Mahmud told me that, 

for him, wishing someone “Merry Christmas” meant commemorating the birth of 

the prophet Isa as acknowledged in Islam, and not belief in Jesus as God (Interview, 

12 August 2014). 

In conclusion, comparison of Muslims in West Sumatra and North Sulawesi 

indicates that Muslims in North Sulawesi encourage interaction with Christians while 

Muslims in West Sumatra tend to limit interactions. Additionally, Muslims in West 

Sumatra strongly demand adherents of other religions to not disturb Islamic 
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activities,5 while Muslims in North Sulawesi expect their Muslim fellows to strongly 

follow Islamic activities. However, Muslims in both provinces support government 

engagement in religious activities. 

 

Religious harmony for Christians in West Sumatra and North Sulawesi 

Christian respondents’ narratives on religious harmony in West Sumatra focus 

on interactions between adherents of different religious and freedom of worship and 

freedom to construct places of worship. Christian respondents in West Sumatra 

showed concern with the lack of interaction between Christians and Muslims in West 

Sumatra. Albert, a Christian priest in Padang, referred to religious harmony as social 

interactions, rather than formal relationships, between the region’s Christians and 

Muslims. He felt that the Christian community was being isolated from the majority 

of society (interview, 27 July 2014). Though he is sometimes invited to forums and 

meetings of religious elites in the region, he expressed belief that such meetings do 

not discuss or resolve problems of religious interactions (interview, 27 July 2014). 

Christian respondents in West Sumatra also showed concern over their 

freedom to jointly hold religious activities at individual residences. Another Christian 

priest in Padang, Joshua (50s), complained that the Christian community has found it 

difficult to hold sermons at congregation members’ homes (interview, 27 July 2014). 

He stated that he often receives complaints from his flock that they cannot hold 

religious gatherings at homes, shops, or malls (interview, 27 July 2014). 

In discussion of religious harmony, Christian respondents in West Sumatra 

focused on the difficulty of constructing places of worship. Joshua opined that the 

construction of places of worship is a consequence of the increasing Christian 

population (interview, 27 July 2014). He argued that religious harmony should mean 

eased construction of places of worship for adherents of all religions.  

The difficulty of constructing churches and limited social and religious 

interactions were not the main issues associated with religious harmony among 

Christian respondents in Norh Sulawesi. They instead referred to religious harmony 

as freedom of religion, joint engagement of adherents of different religions in social 

and religious activities, religious plurality, and power sharing between Muslims and 

Christians. Deny, a lecturer at a Christian college in the region, told me that religious 
                                                 
5  Rahman suggests that the limitation of non-Islamic religious activities in the region is like the limitation of 

Islamic activities in other places, such Bali (Interview, 20 July 2014). 
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freedom is accepted in North Sulawesi by showing the Indonesian Jewish 

community’s only synagogue. He also suggests that worship can take place 

everywhere, be it at places of worship or at congregation members’ homes (interview, 

20 August 2014).  

For Christian respondents in North Sulawesi, religious harmony also means 

the engagement of different religious communities in social and religious activities. 

Muslims and Christians invite each other to participate in religious celebrations such 

as Eid al-Fitr and Christmas. Likewise, Muslims and Christians provide assurances of 

security during these prayers during these holidays. Furthermore, Muslims and 

Christians work together to put up tents for wedding ceremonies or wakes. 

This engagement in North Sulawesi is supported by recognition of each 

religious community’s different values. For example, Muslims are provided halal 

food when they are invited to Christmas celebrations and wedding ceremonies hosted 

by Christians. Likewise, Muslims sometimes provide low-alcohol drinks to Christian 

guests at Eid al-Fitr celebrations. Providing the necessities of adherents of other 

religions has become another practice of religious harmony in North Sulawesi. 

For Christian respondents in North Sulawesi, religious harmony also refers to 

embracing religious plurality. As mentioned earlier, joint prayers are considered 

normal during meetings attended by Muslims and Christians. Likewise, mosques and 

churches can be constructed close to each other. Furthermore, Islamic performances 

can be shown during Easter celebrations, as can Christian performances during 

Islamic New Year celebrations.  

Religious harmony for Christian respondents in North Sulawesi also refers to 

power sharing between Muslims and Christians in public administration. When the 

author was a secretary of the Regional Elections Watch Team in 2012, the governor, 

like all members of the team, agreed to select personnel of the regional Indonesian 

Election Watch proportionally between Muslims and Christians; as proposed, one in 

three members was Muslim. Similar the power-sharing between Muslims and 

Christians occurred in selecting members of North Sulawesi’s regional Commission 

for General Elections. 
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Conclusion 

This paper has demonstrated how Indonesian regulations on religious 

interactions have been shaped by cases of religious intolerance in the country. As has 

been shown here, regulations on religious interactions have not focused on the 

implementation of religious freedom, as required by the constitution, but rather on 

unrelated issues in managing religious interactions. 

This paper has also examined the politics of religious harmony as practiced 

by Muslims and Christians in West Sumatra and North Sulawesi. It has identified the 

key terms through which Muslims and Christians focus discussion of religious 

harmony. It has also demonstrated that, in West Sumatra, religious harmony is 

interpreted by Muslims to suit Islamic perspectives while Christians comment on the 

effects of said Islamic perspectives. Meanwhile, Muslims and Christians in North 

Sulawesi define religious harmony in terms of accepting plurality. 

 The paper recommends that the National government take authority over 

decisions related to religious issues, including the construction of places of worship, 

freedom of religion and rights to practice faith in the country. This paper also 

recommends that the government review existing regulations and revise them to 

promote and enforce religious inclusiveness and freedoms in the country. 
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