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Religion and Environmental History in Java 
 
In 1874 Sollewijn Gelpke gave a report to the Dutch-Indie colo-

nial government about the importance of knowledge of belief, 
myth, and Javanese religiosity in order to understand agricultural 
conditions in Java.1 He concluded that there was inseparable con-
nection between religion and farming activities in Java. From the 
colonial perspective, the rice cultivation problem in Java was 
caused by the lack of knowledge regarding farming techniques and 
the traditional beliefs which influenced agricultural. This close 
connectivity between religiosity and nature warns us to consider 
seriously the religious aspects in the study of environmental histo-
ry in Java.  

Environmental history itself could be described as an attempt to 
elucidate the interaction between humans and nature in the past 
that is, the way human societies have affected their environment 
and vice versa.2 Of Donald Worster’s ideas on environmental histo-
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ry,3 the more prominent aspects in environmental history in Java 
or Indonesia relate to the very concept of nature4 and to socioeco-
nomic interaction within the environment.5 Those themes were 
dominant in Paper Landscapes: Explorations in the Environmental 
History of Indonesia,6 a work which explored themes of agricul-
ture, forest, demography, land use, and sustainability. But until 
recently, research focused on religiosity in environmental history 
in Indonesia, specifically in Java, is still sparse. Not only is it miss-
ing in Indonesia, but Joachim Radkau is also surprised that “reli-
gion and environmentalism” as a subject of research has made 
little headway, even though religious roots in the environmental 
movement are evident.7 

This dearth of scholarship for Java is ironic because for Java-
nese people nature and religiosity are inseparable. Clifford 
Greetz’s Javanese-based definition of religion, as “a system of 
symbols which acts to establish powerful, pervasive, and long-
lasting moods and motivations in men,”8 means that religion is a 
system of beliefs, values, and interpretations of reality that has 
become embedded in society.9 The importance of religion in the 
life of Javanese people is also presented by Niels Mulders, who has 
said that religion for the Javanese is “the conviction of the essen-
tial unity of all Existence,” one that “makes life itself a religious 
experience.” He adds that “in this conception it is not possible to 
separate the religious from the non-religious, the natural from the 
supernatural, the here and now from the beyond and timeless.”10 
Therefore it is not possible to explore environmental history in Ja-
vanese society without considering the religiosity of society. 

The inseparability of religion in Javanese culture resulted from 
the long history of cultural interaction which came and gradually 
embedded Javanese culture and religiosity. Denis Lombard, in his 
phenomenal work, Nusa Jawa: Silang Budaya (Le Carrefour Ja-
vanais) describes the dynamic history of Java as interacting with 
and being shaped by three “streams” of the sociocultural, namely 
the Indian (or Hindu) stream, the Islamic and Chinese streams 
within the Asian trade network, and finally, the Western stream, 
via the Dutch colonial authority.11 Although these cultural streams 
could be divided chronologically, in the reality, over more than a 
two hundred-year period they intersected with each other and, in 
creative ways, produced a unique model of culture and society in 
Java.12 In this interaction there was continuity as well as disconti-
nuity, adaptation but also rejection, and sometimes creatively syn-
cretic. This dynamic resulted in various models of religiosity in 
Java, even within the same religions.  
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Clifford Geertz’s Religion of Java devises three models of relig-
iosity in Java, each linked to a particular social structure, namely 
abangan (linking Islam and Javanese culture) practiced at the vil-
lage level, Santri (puritan Islam) identified with traders within the 
market, and priyayi, identified with the urban or by the bureau-
crat. Two models of religiosity are also found in Christianity in Ja-
va. In his work, Lawrence Yoder explores two forms and 
expressions of Christianity in Central Java; one is the “Dutch” 
form of Christianity, which rejected local culture, and other is the 
“Javanese” or syncretic Christianity, which adapted Javanese cul-
ture and world view.13 

All religious varieties in Javanese culture affect people in their 
interaction with nature and the environment. This process of inter-
action is reciprocal: on the one side, the form of people’s religiosity 
will influence their attitude and action to their environment, but on 
the other, changes in the environment, due to nature, technology, 
or modernity, for example, also influence people’s religiosity. This 
paper focuses on the Margorejo Mennonite farming community in 
Northern Central Java. Even though they live as a homogeneous 
community of Mennonite farmers, among its inhabitants history 
has introduced a variety of religious models and views on the envi-
ronment.14 

The Margorejo Mennonite farming community has changed 
over time, both in farming practices and in beliefs or values con-
nected to farming activities. Originally these values were rooted in 
traditional Javanese farming culture, that is, in local wisdom and 
beliefs. Later they were influenced by the Dutch Mennonite theol-
ogy introduced by Pieter Antoni (P.A.) Jansz who rejected local 
wisdom and beliefs because he saw them as contradicting true 
Christian belief. By the end of 1960s they experienced another rad-
ical change, this time during the Green Revolution advanced by 
President Suharto who wanted to increase farming productivity 
through mechanization and chemicalization. Thus, Margorejo’s 
agriculture, changed dramatically from the nineteenth century, 
when traditional Javanese practices and beliefs held sway, through 
to the introduction of Dutch Mennonite theology, and then in its 
encounter with modernity in the form of the Green Revolution. My 
paper will conclude by arguing that the process of change that oc-
curred in this farm community occurred creatively, through a dia-
lectical process and not always in a linear or predictable way. 

This article is based on interviews with twenty farmers in Mar-
gorejo in 2013 and 2014. All of the interviewees live in Margorejo 
and are members of the Gereja Injili di Tanah Jawa15 (GITJ), a 
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Javanese Mennonite church in Margorejo.16 These interviews are 
the primary resource in this research because of a lack of docu-
mentary or agricultural archives in Margorejo. The main infor-
mation about the history of Margorejo is based on Yoder and 
Sukoco’s book on the history of the GITJ and a report of a meeting 
by the Mennonite Mission Board in Amsterdam which discusses 
the decision to open a Christian village of Margorejo.  

 
 

Description of Margorejo 
 
Margorejo is a small farming hamlet which is a part of the larg-

er Tegalombo village. It is located in Tayu district, Pati regency, in 
the northern part of Java, on the edge of the Java Sea. The popula-
tion of Margorejo consists mostly of farmers. Most are Christians 
who identify with the local Mennonite GITJ denomination; in 2010 
they numbered about 675 families. The agricultural area in Mar-
gorejo is about seven hundred to eight hundred hectares (or just 
under two thousand acres). Not all farmers in Margorejo own 
farming land. Those who do not own land rent land and cultivate 
other people’s land through a system of profit sharing. Agriculture 
in Margorejo has always depended on rain and thus there are three 
types of farm land in Margorejo: the dry, the mid-range, and wet 
land areas. In the dry area, people plant rice once a year, usually 
in November, and harvest it in March. After that they plant sec-
ondary plants, such as cassavas, beans, watermelons and cucum-
bers. on the mid-range land they plant rice twice a year, while the 
wet land can be planted with rice as many as three times a year.  

Historically, Margorejo was a mission farm founded by P.A. 
Jansz, the son of Pieter Jansz, the Doopsgezinde missionary from 
the Netherlands, in the 1880s. The mission method of P.A. Jansz 
was to create a Christian village and encourage local Javanese to 
convert to Christianity and then provide for them a Christian mi-
lieu in which to live.17 In 1881 P.A. Jansz requested a permit from 
the Dutch government to rent two hundred bau (or one hundred 
forty hectares) for a period of seventy-five years and a year later 
the permit was issued.18 Jansz named the land “Margorejo”, mean-
ing, the “prosperous way.” After the end of the seventy-five-year 
lease agreement in 1957, the land was returned to the Indonesian 
government. But the people were still allowed to cultivate the land 
as usual, even though they could not own it. In 1960 the Indonesian 
Government issued a Land Reform Law with policies regulating 
the division of farming land, the aim of which was to distribute the 
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land equally for the people. This also affected Margorejo farmers 
for they could now apply to own land, as every family could have 
an estimated three hundred to five hundred square meters, or be-
tween one third to one half of a hectare.19 

 
 

Belief and Practice of Traditional Javanese Farmer in the  
Nineteenth Century 

 
Traditional Javanese farmers lived in village communities that 

held strongly to traditional values and beliefs about life, including 
ideas on farming. The agricultural context was shaped by the my-
thologies they believed. The famous myth that set the context of 
life for the farmers in Java in the nineteenth century was the myth 
of Dewi Sri, the goddess of rice who gives blessings to the commu-
nity.20 According to the story, the rice in the wet areas came from 
the incarnation of Dewi Sri; rice in the dry land area came from 
Retna Dumilah. The story underscored the central importance of 
rice, the plant of life that provided a connection between the hu-
man and the divine, for Javanese people.21 Javanese farmers there-
fore usually use the names of Dewi Sri in prayers and rituals for 
good rice harvests. The evil elements in farming – like tigers, rhi-
noceroses, deer, monkeys, mice, and insects – on the other hand, 
are often explained as manifestations of the evil spirits who had 
been chased away by the supernatural whip of the gods. 

Another traditional belief is related to time and order in the 
cosmos. In general the traditional Javanese community understood 
that time harmoniously linked nature and humans. Humans, there-
fore, were taught that they needed to pay attention to ‘time’ so that 
the harmony with the cosmos could be maintained. They believed 
that there was a ‘good time’ which brought about good luck and a 
‘bad time,’ linked to bad luck, which should be avoided. The nu-
merological system of the time cycle, petungan, helped people 
avoid disharmony with the universe.22 During cultivation, time was 
understood in cyclical terms of eight-year cycles, which are called 
the windu. Each year had its own rule as to the starting day for 
field work, what kind of field work would be undertaken, how to 
pray, what meals to provide for offerings (a meal that was eaten 
when the work was begun), what pests to attack, and how to over-
come those pests. The Javanese farmers usually took note of the 
characteristics of each year in their cultivation practices. This pat-
tern was also believed to be cyclical, allowing farmers to prepare 
for what would happen during the year. 
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In farming practice, the cultivation process was simple, very 
dependent on nature, and done by using traditional methods. All of 
the farming processes – from cultivating, seeding preparation, 
planting and harvesting – were done together through a system of 
sharing or mutuality. All cultivation processes were guided by an 
order or season of time called pranata mangsa or tata mangsa (or-
der of season), a calendar of planting in Javanese culture, known 
from generation to generation, by observing natural events follow-
ing traditional astronomy.23  

 
 

Mennonite Faith and Its influence on the Beliefs of the Margorejo 
Mennonite Farmer 

 
The foundation of this traditional system was challenged by the 

Dutch missionaries. When P.A. Jansz established Margorejo, local 
people still practiced the beliefs described above. But Margorejo 
was a Christian village based on a mission method designed by 
P.A.’s father, Pieter Jansz, the purpose of which was evangelism. 
Therefore, all people who wanted to join Margorejo were required 
to convert to Christianity and then live by the Christian standard of 
morality. For this reason, P.A. Jansz drew up a detailed list of 
strict rules, meant as a Christian law of life, in Margorejo.24 Resi-
dents were required to demonstrate good behavior and obey all 
rules related to Christian morals. People who disobeyed or com-
mitted a crime were required to leave Margorejo and their chil-
dren were disenfranchised from obtaining their share of land in 
the community.25 

Most of the rules mandated related to personal morality. They 
restricted the ownership or sale of opium, alcohol, and other things 
restricted by the government. They forbade adultery and polyga-
my, gambling and sensual dancing (tayub). They also restricted 
earning interest. They disallowed work on Sunday and obligated 
farmers to attend worship services in church. And they required 
that children be brought to school and educated in Christian val-
ues. 

Even though P.A. Jansz’s main focus was evangelism, there 
were some rules that also concerned agriculture, especially those 
regarding land use. Every farmer was allocated one bau, or 0.8 
hectares (about two acres), of land and each was able to add to 
their land by renting land for f5 per bau. But no farmer was al-
lowed to have more than a seven-bau field. The aim was for these 
rules to provide a degree of equality among the people of Margore-
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jo. Another aim was for everyone to farm; indeed those who wished 
to live in Margorejo were required to cultivate their fields. Farm-
ers who received an allotment of land in Margorejo but who did not 
cultivate the land for a period of two years had their rights to the 
land taken away.26 

P.A. Jansz was also concerned that all of Margorejo’s people 
would feel socially responsible for common needs and realize a 
spirit of ‘brotherhood.’ This sense of responsibility was conveyed 
by rules which mandated that after the sixth year of occupying the 
land, every farmer must make an offering to the church of as much 
as 10 percent of their farm produce, which would be used to main-
tain the church and school buildings, and to help the sick and the 
poor. Moreover at every harvest time all Margorejo farmers were 
invited to take part of their crop and contribute it to the church’s 
rice barn. This stockpile was used by the community in the event 
of natural crises.27 

One significant change in the life of Margorejo farmers, one 
which made them different from surrounding farmers, was with 
regard to religious practices which related to agriculture. As noted 
above, traditional Javanese farmers were very familiar with su-
pernatural powers that affected farming activity; they employed 
rituals, offerings and mantras (magic spells) and they counted 
time, believing it to affect both agricultural success and failure. 
But P.A. Jansz intended Margorejo farmers to become newly born 
Christians who no longer practiced the old life and beliefs. Thus, 
one of Jansz’s rules was that all Margorejo people must “really be 
ready to avoid any idolatry and practice such as attending a sacred 
place, to practice fetish, relate to satanic power and natural gods, 
and follow the horoscope of destiny, count days, and other practic-
es which violated Christian belief.”28 This set of rules thus con-
tained restrictions on two important things strongly related to the 
traditional Javanese farmer: one related to the belief in the super-
natural power; and the other was the counting of time that had in-
fluenced traditional agriculture. 

These rules affected the Margorejo farmer, especially in prac-
tices and beliefs that were familiar to the traditional Javanese 
farmer. Certain rituals and mantras that were related to agricul-
tural activities ceased in Margorejo. Traditionally, farmers had 
made a slametan, that is, a Javanese salvation ritual, when they 
started to cultivate the land. In the slametan, food was brought to 
the field, prayed over by an older spiritual person, a dukun or 
shaman, and then eaten by all people who worked in the field. 
Moreover the dukun would make an offering and put it in some 
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sacred place as an offering to the agricultural gods who would 
bless and protect all of the cultivation activities. Also the harvest 
festival that commonly had been celebrated with the traditional 
dance of tayub was no longer celebrated in Margorejo; not only 
was it deemed to possess a mystical element, it was also was also 
seen as tending to sensuality. 

Nevertheless, some traditional Javanese beliefs persisted 
among Margorejo farmers. One related to the idea of a ‘good time’ 
or a ‘bad time’ for farming activities. This belief was still practiced 
because it could be done in a clandestine way, seemingly without 
violating village rules. Besides that, not all of Margorejo’s resi-
dents really followed all of Jansz’s rules. In his reports, Jansz, for 
example, mentioned some criminal cases in Margorejo, including 
murder and adultery.29 

There were thus two groups in Margorejo, namely the so-called 
‘Christian people’ who did not practice the Christian faith as out-
lined by Jansz, and then the members of the ‘church congregation’ 
who adhered seriously to Jansz’s Christian codes. It could be con-
cluded that traditional Javanese farmers who joined the Margorejo 
community and became Mennonites had altered their agricultural 
life, ending the mystical rituals or spiritualism. But some beliefs 
about good and bad agricultural time and some farming practices 
or methods were still held by many of the farmers.  

In general Margorejo farmers who converted to Christianity 
held the following beliefs: a belief in God only; a rejection of belief 
in traditional gods and mystical elements in agriculture; a denial of 
the existence of ‘good timing’ in agriculture and an insistence that 
all time is God’s alone; the rejection of ritual practices; and social 
solidarity arising from the 10 percent tithe of farming production. 
However, in relation to the farming practice itself, some old ways 
continued, including the following: farming in traditional ways, 
using the Javanese calendar as guidance in agriculture, and using 
fertilizer from nature. 

 
 
The Green Revolution and the Margorejo Mennonite Farmer 
 
Another radical change came to Margorejo with the onset of the 

Green Revolution at the end of the 1960s. It was a revolution in the 
modernization of agriculture and introduced new technologies, es-
pecially the invention of high-yielding varieties of rice. The aim of 
the Green Revolution was to improve agricultural productivity, 
especially in rice crops, in order for Indonesia to reach self-
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sufficiency in food. The background of the Green Revolution in 
Indonesia lay in a food crises arising from an imbalance with popu-
lation growth.30 Unstable political, social and economic circum-
stances following Independence in 1945 made the food crisis 
especially serious. In 1950, during the Soekarno reign, Indonesia 
imported one and a half millions tonnes of rice, about 10 percent of 
the total of the nation’s rice consumption. The government intro-
duced many policies to improve agricultural production and 
reached the target of self-sufficiency in rice by 1956. It did so by 
introducing policies to provide for chemical fertilizer, high yield-
ing seeds, and credit for the farmers wishing to borrow money. 
These policies, however, were not ultimately successful. The pin-
nacle of the food crisis occurred in 1965, a year that ended with a 
one-thousand-to-one devaluation of the Rupiah (Rp.) and an infla-
tion rate of 600 percent per year. In politics, the leadership was 
transferred to General Soeharto who started the New Order regime 
in Indonesia. 

The main focus of the new regime was to build the economy, es-
pecially to fulfill food requirements and food self-sufficiency 
through agricultural development. That objective was outlined in 
the first policy paper, the First New Order Five-Year Development 
Plan (Repelita I), covering the years from 1969 to 1974. The pur-
pose of that policy was to modernize traditional agriculture by em-
ploying new knowledge and technology. Agriculture was to be 
reinvented with the adoption of new varieties of rice from other 
countries like the Philippines, Thailand and Malaysia. The idea 
was to introduce these changes to Indonesia gradually in the form 
of Bimbingan Masyarakat (BIMAS or Massal Guidance), that is, a 
village-based program of farming socialization. The program also 
stressed profitable inputs and credit for fertilizer and pesticides, 
each of which helped to increase yields and production.  

In general the Green Revolution policy in Indonesia included 
several steps. The first step was the intensification of agriculture, 
which was an effort to increase the agricultural production through 
five farming initiatives, the panca usaha tani,31 namely: 1) the use 
of good seeds known as ‘Excellent Varieties’; 2) the use of chemical 
fertilizer; 3) professionally designed irrigation; 4) the use of pesti-
cides for intense eradication of pests; 5) the technique of regular 
planting. The other steps in the Green Revolution involved a num-
ber of policies: the Extension of Agriculture, which was mostly an 
effort to increase the food production area by opening up new are-
as of cultivated land; the Diversification of Agriculture, an effort to 
increase agriculture production by planting a variety of commodi-
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ties; and the Rehabilitation of Agriculture, the idea of increasing 
agriculture production by rehabilitating cultivated land that had 
deteriorated in quality.  

To support the Green Revolution, the government invested 
heavily in rural infrastructure like irrigation canals, water sup-
plies, bridges, roads, and major highways. Other programs for 
primary schools, health centers, markets, and reforestation were 
also established. In 1978, programs to build up the local infrastruc-
ture amounted to 12 percent of the National Development Budget.32 
Farming tools were funded and tractors imported and then distrib-
uted to farmers with subsidized credit through the Bank Rakyat 
Indonesia (National Bank) which became a rural bank specializing 
in microfinance.33 Rural business entity units were built in each 
district as institutions to distribute farming infrastructure and to 
collect rice. To market the rice, the government created the Na-
tional Logistic Institution and with local offices charged with the 
task of buying the rice from farmers with the use of a price floor 
system. The government thus tried its best to modernize traditional 
agriculture. 

After several years, agricultural production had significantly 
improved. During the 1970s and 1980s the agricultural portion of 
the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) grew by more than 3 percent 
per year.34 The climax was in 1984, as for the first time Indonesia 
succeeded in attaining self–sufficiency in rice. But, aside from the 
seeming success story of the Green Revolution, there was also a 
negative impact, including decreased farm income due to high de-
pendency on chemical inputs, damage to the environment, and an 
increased gap between the rich and poor.35 Moreover, the success 
of achieving self-sufficiency in rice was short-lived and by the 
1990s, Indonesia once again began importing rice to meet its na-
tional rice demand. 

The Green Revolution radically changed Indonesia’s farming 
system, including agriculture at Margorejo. In my interviews with 
farmers, they readily provided their opinions and feelings on the 
significance of change over the past seventy years, even as they 
did not fully recognize just what had happened.  

Regarding new rice varieties, before the Green Revolution was 
introduced at the end of 1960s, the farmers in Margorejo knew only 
rice varieties with high stalks and those which were planted once 
every six months. Rice varieties like Bengawan Solo and Dolo 
Rante could only be harvested twice a year. From 1961 to 1963, 
drought in the Margorejo area caused agricultural production to 
decrease and the community experienced a difficult food crisis. 
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After 1970, the farmers started to use new rice varieties, such as 
PB, IR, and C4. These new varieties were shorter in stature and 
the time between planting and harvesting was only three months. 
As a result, farmers could harvest as many as three times a year, 
meaning that production rose significantly. 

The new rice varieties also changed the harvesting method for 
farmers. In the past, when they planted old rice varieties with high 
stalks, the harvesting was done by cutting the rice stalk at its top 
using a tool called ani-ani, a hand-held harvesting knife for cutting 
rice panicles. It was used to prevent grain from falling off the pan-
icles. The farmers would cut the rice panicles one by one, so har-
vesting took more time. After the panicles of rice had been cut, 
they then had to be tied in bundles of uniform size, after which the 
owner of the field or his son carried it home on a structure of 
sticks. Those rice panicles then were stored in a barn. The stalks 
and residue of the rice plants were left idle in the fields for some 
time and then they were cut and incorporated into the soil. Thus, in 
a single action, the soil was prepared for the next seeding and the 
rice stalks became fertilizer for the soil.  

This method has since disappeared. Harvesting today is done by 
the dos method, in which rice stalks are cut at the bottom of the 
plant using sickles. Then the rice stalk is shredded by a husking 
machine which separates the grains of rice from the stalk. The 
separated grain then is put into sacks and taken home, while the 
rice stalks which have been cut can be used as cattle feed or burnt 
in the field so that the field can be planted again as fast as possible. 
This matter later affects the level of soil fertility. 

This new harvest method has had the effect of changing several 
things, among them, the shift of employment from women to men. 
When using the ani-ani in harvest, the harvesters were women. It 
also meant that a high number of employees were required to work 
during the harvest. The harvest of a single hectare of paddy field 
rice could take about thirty to forty women working between the 
hours of seven o’clock to eleven o’clock in the morning But since 
the introduction of the dos method, the harvest has been done by 
men using sickles and the number of workers required has de-
clined to only about five to eight.  

Second, there have been changes in the wage system. In the old 
method, harvesting was done corporately, bringing farmers to 
work together in the gotong-royong (mutual cooperation), a work 
unit that included members of the extended family and neighbors, 
or including people who did not own fields but wanted to harvest in 
order to earn a share of the rice. The wages of the harvest were 
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determined by the amount of rice plants each person cut. The total 
of the profit share was also based on the degree of closeness of kin-
ship or family relationship, which was then divided into several 
levels.36 In the new dos system, the harvest is handed over to a cer-
tain groups of people which are paid a certain agreed-upon price.37 
This job is additional work for the male farmers. Even in the har-
vest season, they will work as an employee or harvester in the dos 
systems for farmers in other villages, sometimes even in other dis-
tricts.  

A third change is the utilization of a de-husking machine or a se-
leb. In the old method of harvesting, the rice was cut at the pani-
cles so that the grain did not fall out and then it was tied up and 
taken home to be stored in the barn. The rice seed was then de-
husked by pounding the kernels with a pestle, which was done by 
women. In ancient times the women pounded the rice at dawn to-
gether before they cooked rice for their families. Their work was a 
sign of daybreak. Sometimes poor women of the village would 
come and offer their service of de-husking and would be paid with 
some portion of the rice which had they de-husked. A final change 
in switching to the dos system is that the rice is threshed in the 
fields and then put in bags and taken home. The rice is then dried 
in the hot sun and after drying, it is ready for the de-husking or 
seleb process. The seleb machine itself emerged around the 1980s. 
Now more farmers store de-husked rice in barns. As a result the 
church barn in Margorejo that was originally used in drought sea-
son is not used anymore; in fact it has been sold. 

 
 

Chemicals and Technology 
 
Another set of changes introduced by the Green Revolution in-

volves the use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides and new tech-
nologies. In the past, farmers did not use chemical fertilizer. Even 
when the government introduced chemical fertilizer in 1970, many 
people rejected it. The process of fertilization was done by the 
farmers only organically with rice straw incorporated into the soil. 
The farmers of Margorejo feel the rice fields of the past were more 
naturally fertile than they are today and easier to manage. After 
they began using chemical fertilizer, it seemed the soil became less 
fertile. For example, in the past, that is, at the beginning of the 
1970s, it was enough to use one hundred kilograms of “urea” ferti-
lizer on a hectare of land once for each plantation time. Now one 
hectare of land needs five hundred kilograms of chemical fertilizer 
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for one planting time. When a field has had three crops in one year 
it needs one and a half tonnes of chemical fertilizer. 

In the past farmers also used a traditional way of expelling 
pests. Some of them did so by praying in the fields, planting galin-
gale in the corners of the rice field and leaving orange peels there. 
It was a trust in local belief that the pests possessed an evil power 
which could be expelled by supernatural power. The galingale and 
the orange peel were trusted as tools that could “reject evil power” 
by the farming community. The other technique was to burn rice 
husks which were mixed with sulfur to keep grasshoppers away. 
To expel birds, the farmers used a traditional tool which made a 
noisy sound when wind blew through it. When the farmers intro-
duced pesticides, they agreed that the number of pests decreased 
quickly, but they also said that more and more chemical variants 
were required to be effective and that it became increasingly more 
difficult and expensive to handle. 

For basic cultivation in the past, farmers used a traditional im-
plement like a plow which was pulled by water buffalo, and then 
the pestle (alu) for de-husking rice. The use of traditional tools re-
quires relatively more time and considerable labour. With the ad-
vent of the Green Revolution and the introduction of agricultural 
mechanization, the government began to distribute modern tools 
that farmers could pay for with credit. Not all farmers have mod-
ern equipment, such as tractors for plowing and harvesting ma-
chines, and thus they usually hire such machines. The existence of 
modern equipment means that the job of cultivation is done more 
quickly and more effectively, but it also means that the number of 
workers required has decreased.  

Sometimes these new ways become problematic. For example, 
in 2014 a new cropping tool was introduced. It was a machine har-
vester operated by just one person who could cut the rice paddy 
and separate the grain from the stalk at the same time. The ma-
chine makes harvesting very fast and does not require many work-
ers to harvest. But many people oppose the machine as it means 
that a lot of farmers are no longer able to work as labourers in the 
harvest. 

Among the new technologies which are widely used in Margore-
jo are the water pump and the wellbore for irrigation. In the past, 
farmers in Margorejo relied solely on nature and practiced a type 
of agriculture that was completely rain-fed. The success or failure 
in agriculture was determined by natural factors. In the 1960s 
Margorejo experienced a very severe drought that caused a food 
crisis. Today, farmers in Margorejo, especially in the dry land ar-
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ea, use water pumps and wellbores to irrigate their fields, so that 
the dependence on rain is minimized. 

Alongside these changes, however, are practices and values in 
agriculture that have not changed in Margorejo. With regard to the 
value of solidarity with the poor at harvest time, only the way it is 
undertaken has changed. In the old system a form of solidarity 
with poor people who did not own agricultural land was shown by 
allowing the women to participate in the harvest with a predeter-
mined division of the crop. When the dos system was introduced 
only male workers performed the harvest and people who did not 
own their own land no longer had an opportunity to participate in 
it. Nonetheless, the landowning farmers introduced a way for the 
people who did not own fields, or the very poor, to get some rice by 
allowing the harvesters to not separate the grain as cleanly as they 
are able, thus leaving some for the poor, who are usually women, to 
glean. This activity is commonly called ngasak, a process by which 
some rice is intentionally left in the fields. Usually there are four 
to five women who ngasak. Landowners are aware of this practice, 
which is permitted as a form of mercy. 

Another change affects female workers. Although women’s la-
bour in the fields began to diminish as the changes mentioned 
above took place, to date there is still some work in agriculture that 
is women's work. Women, for example, work with seedlings and 
plant the seedlings in the field, a process known as dawud. They 
are also involved in the process known as matun, which is remov-
ing grass from the fields. Usually they get paid Rp. 40,000 per day 
for these activities. 

Traditional techniques are still used to repel birds. Although 
chemicals have been introduced to eradicate pests, there is no in-
vention, whether it is drugs or devices, to repel birds. Therefore, 
farmers usually place stuffed scarecrows in the fields to scare 
away birds. But this is not based on the idea that the bird is the 
incarnation of Prit Anjani, an evil power in farming, or that scare-
crows are the incarnation of Batara Kala, the highest god, as Java-
nese farmers believed was true during the nineteenth century.38 
Besides the reliance on scarecrows, farmers usually also install tin 
cans tied to a rope, which makes noisy sounds when exposed to the 
wind. Shacks are also built in the fields in which farmers sit with 
slingshots, thereby keeping the birds away from the rice. 

All changes and continuities in farming activities described 
above have not happened only to Mennonite farmers of Margorejo. 
In farming practices, differences between the Mennonite farmer 
and other farmers are not clear. Nor are there differences in the 
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social interactions related to farming. The Mennonite farmers and 
other farmers live together, have good interactions and learn new 
farming methods from each other. In short, with regard to farming 
practices, the Mennonite farmer of Margorejo is similar to the 
common farmer who lives in that area. With regard to their religi-
osity, however, the Mennonite farmers of Margorejo are different 
from other farmers, especially in the area of local spiritualism. 

 
 

Forms of Religiosity in Margorejo 
 
In religiosity, the relation between traditional Javanese belief 

and Mennonite faith, and then further, the relationship with mo-
dernity embodied in the Green Revolution, make the Margorejo 
Mennonite farming community unique. The changes that occur do 
not always indicate a full cultural replacement, that is, the replac-
ing of old belief with something completely new. Rather all the el-
ements – traditional belief, Mennonite faith and modernity – are 
mixed to make for a unique, hybrid worldview.  

 
 

Figure 1: Spectrum of Belief of Margorejo’s Mennonite  
Farmer Community 

 
If this culture is not entirely traditional, it is also not entirely 
Christian and does not fully follow the pattern as designed by P.A. 
Jansz, the founder of the community, nor is it completely modern. 
Each of the three elements – traditional belief, Mennonite faith and 
modernity – is deeply embedded in Margorejo society. But they are 
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not held uniformly, as each individual holds on to a particular ele-
ment within the spectrum of belief. Sometimes there are dynamic 
intersections among the three elements. For example, a farmer 
may use pesticides and be open to using new technologies, but he 
also might pay attention to counting the days and pray to Jesus to 
bless his land. It might be a modern value or a Mennonite value or 
a traditional value that becomes the dominant element. 
 

The Emphasis on Modernity 
 
The emphasis on modernity among the farmers sees the imple-

mentation of the Green Revolution as the most important factor in 
agriculture. It sees the farm as a material object that can be max-
imized through science and technology in the form of mechaniza-
tion and chemicalization. Farmers who emphasize modern views 
are themselves not united as they put different emphases on reli-
gious belief, with some saying the faith or tradition has no place in 
agriculture and that agricultural progress depends solely on sci-
ence, technology and capital. This view is expressed, for example, 
by Mr. Sutari who said that the most important factor in agricul-
ture is capital or money.39 Why money? Because in his view, suc-
cess in farming depends on the amount of fertilizer and pesticide 
used, the intensity of agricultural maintenance, and well drilling. 
Each of these aspects requires capital, and thus the main factor in 
farming is capital. As he said,  

 
The most important factor in farming today is capital, not belief as in 
the past, like having prayers expel diseases. In the past there were no 
pesticides, but now pesticides are available. So today prayer has been 
replaced by pesticides. Therefore, something in which people can be-
lieve today is the capital...The natural condition can be overcome by 
technology. When there is no water, people can find enough from drill-
ing wells.40 
 

For Mr. Sutari, modern ways have ushered religion from the fields. 
 

The Emphasis on Jansz’s Mennonite View 
 

The farmers who emphasize the Mennonite faith view point are 
those who do not follow the traditional view of agricultural timing, 
as well as any traditional rituals, and thus make a complete separa-
tion between traditional beliefs and agriculture. It can be said they 
are farmers who follow the views of Pieter Janzs. They believe in 
God who has power over the nature. So harvest is seen as the bless-
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ing and gift from God. Therefore, they claim to always pray for the 
farm’s success every night, at home or in the fields. At planting 
time, some farmers encourage workers to pray that the process 
will be smooth and successful. As one farmer said:  

 
As a people who believe in our Lord we are allowed to ask. The Bible 
also says that we should ask in prayer. We ask that no pests attack, for 
enough rain, for bountiful harvests. It is our intention to ask. If God 
provides for us, we welcome it with gratitude. This does not mean that 
this will be the best outcome. It is possible that there would be a crop 
failure and thus trials to test our faith.41 
 
In general, farmers who emphasize the Mennonite views tend to 

be critical of traditional beliefs, such as the counting of traditional 
time and rituals. One such farmer is Mr. Sugiman.42 He spoke loud-
ly against occult practices that are sometimes still believed by 
people in the vicinity. He recounted how angry he was with his sis-
ter one time when he was very ill; she had gone to a shaman to ask 
for a talisman in the form of water so that he might accept his fate 
with ease, if he was meant to die that he would die, if meant to re-
cover that he would recover. Mr. Sugiman rejected the water and 
he prayed for God's help. His sister was angry because she felt un-
appreciated. But eventually Mr. Sugiman gradually recovered and 
it was a spiritual experience for him, for he knew that God was 
helping him. It was likewise in agriculture. Sometimes when he 
took on work as a labourer in a nearby village he was asked to par-
ticipate in the common slametan, the festival meal, prayed over by 
a traditional religious leader. He pleaded not to partake: “Why do I 
have to eat food that has been offered to the spirits? Is there no 
other food? The plain food looks good.” He said that he found “food 
linked to the spirit realm of food disgusting, because [he felt] the 
spirits were licking him, spitting on him. But since it was an estab-
lished practice they had their own system of trust; in that case I 
did not want to join the festival meal!”43 

Although they trust firmly in God, in their farming practices 
they are very open to science and technology. They cultivate agri-
cultural land, and live similar to the rest of society in general, with 
the use of technology, and in particular artificial fertilization, and 
chemicals such as pesticides. 
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The Emphasis on a Traditional View 
 

Farmers who still hold the traditional view are peasant farmers 
who still take into account the calculation of traditional time as a 
factor which they insist influences agricultural success and still 
hold Javanese traditional views on the cosmos. However, tradition-
al rituals only occur in some villages, while in others they have 
been abandoned. So they still trust the traditional beliefs, although 
they do not accept certain ritual practices. The farmers who hold 
the traditional view are mostly elderly, thus the traditionalists are 
diminishing. And even those who hold to traditional values and 
traditional beliefs, within their farming practices, allow for pro-
gress in agriculture. For example, they accept hybrid agricultural 
seed and technology, and they accept medicine for their farm ani-
mals. So they accept progress in farming, but they don’t entirely 
abandon the traditional view and still practice it in various ways.  

One of those ways is that they accept that nature can only be 
comprehended as cyclical. Some farmers believe that success in 
farming is related to cycles that in turn relate to specific years. 
They understand that there are years in which nature seems very 
friendly: the rain is adequate, the pests do not destroy the crops, 
and the crops are abundant. But in other years times are not good: 
the rain is so little, the harvesting fails, the pests destroy. Those 
years are said to come in cycles of eight years. Mr. Kasdi stated: 
“there is good time, there is bad time. There is a plot which cannot 
be changed.”44 Mr. Sukarman said the same thing: the specific year 
is closely related to specific weather which effects farming.45 He 
gave an example of the previous year, 2014, known as Rabu Wage46 
according to the Javanese calendar; the rain was intense and there 
was tremendous lightening. Many farmers failed to harvest that 
year. But the next year, 2015, the year of my interview with him, 
was clearly the Minggu Pon according to the Javanese calendar, 
literally the “Sunday Pon” year, a time when the corps would sure-
ly be great.  

Another way in which traditionalism reveals itself is in the idea 
that wisdom can be obtained by observing the signs of nature. This 
view says that nature goes around cyclically, affecting weather and 
success in farming. The important thing for the farmer is to live 
wisely. Mr. Kliwon said, “when the year is good (promising), do not 
be careless. And when the year goes bad you should be mindful of 
it.”47 The meaning of “not to be careless” is that farmers should be 
mindful, namely they should prepare reserves of rice to face the 
difficult years. When they are in the difficult years, they need to 
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calculate carefully, deciding just when to have a loan from the 
bank or not. The important thing is that knowledge of nature’s cy-
cles makes farmers more alert to issues of life, instructing them to 
cool down, not to be stressed psychologically, and to undertake dai-
ly activities in measured ways. And when they are successful they 
must remember that there will also be difficult times. But when 
they must face the difficult times, they must not worry, because 
the hard times will soon be over and change to become peaceful 
times. This approach allowed Mr. Kliwon to face the failure of har-
vesting in the beginning of 2014 calmly. 

A third sign of tradition is the idea of surrendering to God. This 
idea is that farmers believe strongly that life includes blessings 
and money, but also failure, with the acceptance that all has been 
arranged by God. Human beings only undergo what God has 
willed. This idea comes with the attitude of “acceptance” or nar-
imo, part of local wisdom. Success in farming, they believe, results 
from God. That’s why they don’t need to strive excessively or be 
driven. Humans definitely always want much but God alone de-
termines just who gets their portion. Mr. Sagi emphasized that 
success could not be forced. He said, “pursue as hard as you can, 
but when success does not become your fate, it cannot be reached 
and cannot be a blessing. Human beings can merely accept, they 
cannot manipulate anything.”48 This attitude of surrender to God 
effects a fundamental perception towards farming and was in evi-
dence in an account Mr. Sagi offered of his decision to turn down 
an offer for a bore well. His reason for turning it down, he ex-
plained, was that if the water deep under the surface of the land 
was forced to come up, how would the next generation receive its 
water resource? To force nature’s hand could be fatal.49 

Another sign of tradition is that many farmers believe that there 
is relationship between human beings and nature. This is similar to 
the Javanese view that human beings are microcosms, while na-
ture is a macrocosm. This idea is revealed by some of the inter-
viewees. For instance, when I asked Mr. Sagi why the fertility of 
the land is getting worse, he said that land looks like a human be-
ing’s body. When one becomes older, the body becomes weaker; it 
is the same thing with soil. The nutrition of the soil is diminishing, 
which is caused by the soil getting older and being over fertilized.50  

In another example, Mr. Kliwon spoke of his understanding that 
nature is like the human being in that it too has feelings. When I 
asked, “why does nature change again and again?” He replied that 
“nature, including its content, surely changes. Nature is like the 
human being, happy at a certain time, and in another occasion 
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feels sorrow; it is the same as nature. There is a time when nature 
feels grief. In another time nature feels excited; it wants to make 
human beings happy. It is as if nature talks to human beings.”51 
Other farmers believe that feelings, emotions, and a human being’s 
moods impact farming.52 Mr. Kliwon clarified that when he is not 
in the good mood, when he is angry for example, family problems 
result and then the farm’s crops will not become a blessing either. 
Other farmers believe that someone’s critical time can impact ei-
ther success or failure in agriculture. Mr. Suratman said that basi-
cally everyone has his or her personal good or bad days; thus, in 
farming, if someone wants to have optimal results, they should not 
plant on that person’s bad days.53 A person’s bad day, for example, 
is the third day after the weekday on which that person was born. 
Mr. Suratman was born on a Friday, thus his personal bad day is 
Sunday. He says that he never plants on Sunday even though his 
workers would be willing to work on Sunday. In fact, when in the 
past he planted on a Sunday he found that the result was unsatis-
factory. Based on observing that experience, he saw a relation be-
tween someone’s life and nature. The other ‘bad’ day which must 
be avoided is the day when a person’s parents passed away.54 Mr. 
Suratman usually plants rice on Monday or Thursday, because that 
day is considered his good day. And what makes those days good 
for him is that they are connected to Javanese numerology, the pi-
tungan, which teaches that human destiny is connected to the tra-
ditional numbering of days in a person’s life. 

 
 

Conclusion 
 
The important stages in the history of agriculture in Margorejo 

produced several interesting developments, but these same stages 
of change did not seriously alter the total society. In fact what was 
created was a creative interaction, one in which old values were 
abandoned, but not without affecting and contextualizing the new, 
meaning that the difference between the old and the new was not 
as pronounced as it might appear at first. It takes on the form of 
aprosiasi, an appreciation for the subjective, the values and beliefs 
that undergird a particular process. 

In addition, within Margorejo there have been differences in the 
response to change. This means that there is no one definitive form 
of belief or set of values in agriculture at Margorejo. It shows that 
farmers have been the subjects of change, influenced by develop-
ments in the social vicinity of their farms on the one hand, and de-
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termined by the cultural shape and colour residing in the process 
of farming on the other. In the context of the global Mennonite 
family, the Mennonite farmer in Margorejo has helped clarify the 
colour of a contextualized Mennonite understanding, one in which 
both the values of traditional Javanese culture and the values of 
Dutch-originated Mennonite values give shape to a farmer’s en-
counters with nature. It is ultimately a cultural construction that 
makes for a uniquely Javanese Mennonite approach to farming. 
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