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Standing in front of the two-meter con-
crete wall, barbed wire and corrugated 
iron fence that surrounds his mosque, Mu-
hammad Iqbal says he feels like a second-
class citizen in his own country.

The head of a beleaguered Ahmadiyah 
Muslim sect in the Bekasi, West Java, was 
forced out of his mosque in April after local 
authorities shut it down following protests 
from Islamic hard-liners.

The Al Misbah mosque in Pondok Gede, 
about an hour away from Jakarta, was bar-
ricaded with an iron sheet by the local au-
thorities to prevent its members from go-
ing inside.

Sixteen people from the Ahmadiyah 
community remain locked inside as a 
means of protest, relying on the commu-
nity to throw food and supplies over the 
high barricade.

“I feel uncomfortable because there is 
no freedom to practice religion,” Iqbal told 
IPS in front of his mosque, which has been 
offering a place of worship since 1998.

“The head of the Satpol PP [regional 
public order agency] said that we couldn’t 
practice here. But we have nowhere else to 
go. As an Indonesian, we should get the 
same treatment. We are very sad and un-
comfortable,” he said.

This situation experienced by Bekasi’s 
Ahmadiyah is not an isolated one.

In the same province as the Al Misbah 
mosque, local authorities demolished a 
Christian church in March after they 
claimed the congregation did not hold a 
valid building permit to worship.

Pastor Torang Simanjuntak of the HKBP 
Taman Sari church in Setu, could only 
stand back and cry with his congregation 
as they watched the destruction unfold be-
fore their eyes.

“Where is your heart and feeling Mr. 
SBY?” a congregation member screamed in 
reference to President Susilo Bambang 
Yudhoyono before the church was razed to 
the ground.

“When people cry out in other coun-
tries, people will hear. But when we cry out 
in our own country, people don’t hear us.”

Intolerance on the rise
International world leaders have often 
praised the archipelagic nation, which re-
quires its citizens to choose from one of 
only six official religions, as a model for re-
ligious harmony.

But recently human rights groups have 
documented a rise in religiously motivated 
conflict and discrimination.

Attacks on minority religious groups in-
cluding Ahmadiyahs, Baha’i, Christians, 
and Shiite Muslims have increased, from 
244 violent attacks in 2011 to 264 in 2012 
according to the Jakarta-based Setara In-
stitute for Democracy and Peace.

Many critics, including international 
rights group Human Rights Watch, point 
to the government’s “inaction,” “complic-
ity” and the nation’s discriminatory laws 
that include permit regulations for houses 
of worship and the highly controversial 
2008 Ahmadiyah decree, which bans mem-
bers of the minority Islamic faith from 
propagating their beliefs.

But Bahrul Hayat, the secretary general 
of the Religious Affairs Ministry, dismisses 
any ideas of intolerance in the country, 
deeming the nation a model place of reli-
gious harmony.

“In Indonesia, the process of democra-
cy I think gives open space to everybody 
and of course there are limitations,” Bahrul 
told IPS.

“So I don’t see that this [intolerance] is 
appropriate to label this as an increase in 
terms of religious conflict in the country.”

Indonesia is among the top 15 countries 
in the Pew Research Center’s 2012 social 
hostilities index, which monitors religious 
freedom in 197 countries, and is listed as a 
country with “very high government re-
strictions on religion,” alongside Afghani-
stan and Sri Lanka.

Daniel Baer, the US State Department’s 
deputy assistant secretary for the bureau 
of democracy, human rights and labor, who 
was a witness at last month’s Human 
Rights Commission Hearing on Indonesia 
in Washington, D.C., acknowledged that 
Indonesia’s issues regarding religious in-
tolerance were complicated.

He highlighted a combination of factors 
that were fueling the issue, which he said 
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included “deep societal prejudices which 
are something that won’t be solved in the 
short term by the government.”

However, Baer noted that despite the 
complexity there were certainly proactive 
actions that the government could and 
should take now.

“Governments don’t just a have a re-
sponsibility to participate but they have an 
affirmative responsibility to protect peo-
ple,” he told IPS.

“There are steps the government can 
take, including repealing blasphemy laws. 
They can change the laws regarding the 
anti-Ahmadiyah decree in 2008. Laws send 
a signal. They not only have a direct impli-
cation but they send signals to the broader 
community about who counts and who de-
serves sole protections.”

Contradictory award
Aggravating this already contentious issue 
is an award that President Yudhoyono re-
ceived from the New York-based interfaith 
coalition the Appeal of Conscience Foun-
dation at the end of May.

After significant criticism from Indone-
sians, which included protests and peti-
tions, Yudhoyono accepted the World 
Statesman award in recognition of his 
work to support human rights and reli-
gious freedom in the country.

The Appeal of Conscience Foundation, 
whose officials declined to be interviewed 
for this story, issued a statement explaining 
their decision to honor Yudhoyono.

“As the first directly elected president 
of the world’s most populous Muslim 
country [sic], President Yudhoyono is rec-
ognized for his pursuit of peace and help-
ing Indonesia evolve into a democratic so-
ciety and an opponent of extremism,” the 
foundation said.

An IPS request for comment from the 
Indonesian mission to the United Nations 
was not responded to by deadline.

However, John M. Miller, the national 
coordinator for the East Timor and Indo-
nesia Action Network (ETAN), who orga-
nized the protest against the foundation’s 
decision to honor Yudhoyono, told IPS 
there had been little willingness to prose-
cute previous human rights abuses.

“[ETAN’s] position is that the Indone-
sian Foreign Ministry has been asked to 
find awards for the president, and are try-
ing to burnish his image as a statesman and 
humanitarian” before he leaves office, 
Miller said.

Kurnia Hutapea, an architect, traveled 
from Baltimore to attend the protest. A 
Christian, his family had their church de-
stroyed in Indonesia.

“To [have to] get a permit to build 
churches, that’s not freedom of religion at 
all, and that’s why I smell something be-
hind this award,” Hutapea told IPS.

Andreas Harsono, HRW’s Indonesia re-
searcher, also said he believed that Yud-
hoyono’s leadership was in direct conflict 
with the foundation’s ethos.

“The Yudhoyono government has failed 
to confront militant groups whose thug-
gish harassments and assaults on houses of 
worship and members of religious minori-
ties have become increasingly aggressive,” 
Harsono told IPS.

In Bekasi, Iqbal said that he hoped the 
award would be an incentive for improve-
ment by the government.

“Wouldn’t it be nice if the president 
could fix religious intolerance in his own 
country first?” he said. “He is happy to help 
other countries fight intolerance like in 
Myanmar, but he needs to fix intolerance 
problems in his own country first. He 
hasn’t directly instructed his government 
to fix the problems.”

Emilia Az, a Shiite who helps mediate 
resolution conflicts between religious 
groups, echoed Iqbal’s concerns.

It would be OK for him [the president] 
to accept the award, but he has to solve the 
problems of minorities before he decides 
to go,” Az told IPS, who gathered with mi-
nority groups to present a mock award to 
the president showcasing images of intol-
erant acts from across the country.

“He’s saying that this is for the Indone-
sian people, but all these minority groups’ 
problems have not been solved.”
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