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One day I had a sore arm, and everyone suggested massage, so I went for a walk according to 

the directions given and ended up in someone's lounge room along with other people waiting 

for the 'clever man' to help them. I waited a long time. While waiting, the other patients were 

talking about their ailments. Unlucky in love, lost something, neighbours wishing them evil. 

This wasn't what I was expecting at all. And I noticed the 'clever man' on the other side of the 

room, doing something over a glass of water. There was a little massage going on, but not 

much. I began to feel less and less comfortable, and finally oppressed by it all. Looking back, I 

would say I became aware of an evil power in the room. I finally jumped up and blurted out, 

'sorry, I've decided I don't need the help offered here after all' and rushed out the door into the 

street. I felt sullied by the experience. I spent time later that day confessing to God about 

getting close to meddling with evil powers. And finally, I felt the oppression lift. 

After a friend's mother died lots of very unusual things happened. For example, she 

would feel herself being thrown off her motorcycle. As she explained about those events she 

also explained that her mother had been some kind of spirit medium. At one point I asked why 

she only told me this after I'd known her family for many years and she said 'oh, we knew you 

wouldn't believe any of this'.  

A new friend gave me a bird's nest of an unusual shape. I hung it up in my house. People 

would look at it but avoided talking about it. Finally, another friend told me he was surprised I 

would use a talisman like that. A talisman? What? I had no idea. Of course, I wouldn't have a 

talisman in my house! I was offended that people thought I would use any kind of talisman.  

Welcome to folk Islam or 'traditional' Islam. That is, Islam married to various pre-Islamic 

practices and beliefs. It's easy to misunderstand these beliefs in spirits, powers, taboos as 

being illogical, mere superstition, ridiculous and empty, and not 'real' Islam. Or to fall into the 

other trap of considering these spirits, powers and taboos as all being demonic and needing to 

be exorcised. The truth is somewhere in-between.  
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Some writers about Islam, particularly when writing about these folk Islamic practices, 

point to the animistic milieu from which Islam arose in Arabia.1 In Indonesia, the worldview 

that Islam built on was an animistic one. Other academics point to the way Sufism (mystical 

Islam) appropriates an array of practices, including animistic ones when it contextualizes to 

the area it is entering.2 This is the way Islam entered Indonesia.3  

I don't know about where you live but where I am even the followers of the reformed 

sects of Islam call in the witchdoctor to get rid of the stink-bean ghost who is stinking up the 

bathrooms at the university! I often ask people what they think about amulets. I hear a wide 

range of answers. I find that those who loudly decry relying on anything apart from prayer to 

Allah still have amulets in their homes. This brings me to the challenge of learning to think the 

way my local friends think. They are very adept at holding two mutually exclusive ideas 

together at the same time, which I am not good at yet. My local friends hold a strong 

conviction about the absolute power of God. They also hold strong convictions about using 

white and black magic, consulting mediums and spirits to achieve what they need in this life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
 
1 For example, Samuel Marinus Zwemer, The Influence of Animism on Islam. An Account of Popular Superstitions. (London: 
Central Board of Missions & S.P.C.K., 1920), 3. 
2 A. H. Johns, (1957). Malay Sufism as illustrated in an anonymous collection of Malay 17th century tracts. Journal Malayan 
Branch Royal Asiatic Society. 
3 In addition to those two historical factors there is a third, more theological factor. Despite or perhaps because of the 
very strong belief in Allah/God and that He is completely in control, He mostly feels very far away and is not particularly 
approachable. Therefore, the daily felt needs of my neighbours and friends are met by beliefs and practices involving 
intermediary spirits and powers that are perceived to be more immediate. This is the summary of all I have read on the 
topic and my experience.   
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Figure 1 

A ring with magic powers 

Figure 2 

The wherewithall to make offerings at a holy 
man's grave when asking for help 

Figure 3 

Prophecy stone 

 

Folk Islam can be understood as belonging to the 'middle' spiritual ground between 

humans and a distant Allah, populated by spirits, witchdoctors, amulets, sacred trees, and 

accessed/manipulated by rituals, spells, taboos, charms in order to change the situations 

people find themselves in or for protection. The key words are 'fear' and 'power'.4 My local 

friends are generally very afraid of Allah, afraid of spirits, afraid of enemies casting spells 

against them. They seek help from practitioners and practices that have more power than they 

themselves do. These people range from 'clever' people to shamans and exorcists. 

In my area these witchdoctors are usually men, and both women and men go to them 

for help. 'Clever' people have what the English call second-sight, and can see things that other 

people can't, so one goes to them when something is lost. A shaman consults with ancestral 

spirits. An exorcist gets rid of evils spirits that are bothering someone. In other places folk 

Islamic practices predominate in women's lives more than in men's lives, due to women's 

limited access to mosque-based forms of worship.5  

                                                        
 
4 Hiebert has written very helpfully about this 'middle' area. Paul G. Hiebert, "The Flaw of the Excluded Middle," Missiology: 
An International Review 10 (1982). See also Bill A. Musk, The Unseen Face of Islam: Sharing the Gospel with Ordinary Muslims 
at Street Level, Rev ed. (London: Monarch Books, 2003). 
5 Eleanor Abdella Doumato, Getting God's Ear: Women, Islam, and Healing in Saudi Arabia and the Gulf (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2000). 
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What do these folk Islamic practices look like where I live? 

What I see everyday is:  

¨ A special one-clove garlic pinned on to a baby's singlet for protection from 

spirits that babies are susceptible to. 

¨ At dusk mothers take babies and small children inside, because that is when 

spirits are especially out and about.  

¨ My friends won't go on a walk that goes through a graveyard. 

¨ Witchdoctors are the first port of call who offer a range of help available from 

massage through love potions to exorcism. 

¨ Sacred banyan trees are never cut down and become part of both the secular 

and religious history of an area. Roads and buildings go around them. 

¨ Many taboos for pregnant women (e.g. not cutting their hair) and new mothers 

(e.g. many foods are avoided).  

¨ Moringa leaves are taken to the witchdoctor to use in an exorcism. 

¨ In one village there is a heavy sacred prophecy stone. People who want to know 

if their wishes for the near future will come about say a prayer before lifting it. 

If the stone can then successfully be lifted while thinking about the desired 

thing, the wish will come true. 

Where do we go from here? What do we have to offer that is better? That overcomes 

fear? That brings God/Allah close to them? What offers dependable protection? 

I always want to say 'just pray'. I have often said 'just pray', but my local friends tend 

to tune out of the conversation at that point. Because 'just pray' is not taking into account that 

these folk/animistic practices are hands-on, embodied, immediate, emotionally fulfilling and 

satisfying, whereas Allah feels far away. And that is why they are not 'just praying' in the first 

place!  

In fact, we have the answer for that, in that in Jesus God is close to us. I was on a 

flight once next to a young Sufi man. When we talked about prayer and Allah his eyes lit up. He 
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understood the experiences of meeting Allah/God in prayer I was talking about, and I 

understood some of his. However, that has been the exception. Most of my local friends are 

not looking beyond their fears and circumstances to an encounter with their Creator, though 

that is something to keep praying for. I think it is important to keep talking about prayer and 

personal encounters with God (dreams, guidance, 'words', anything) while waiting for Him to 

open their hearts and minds to His loving immanence. 

One reason my local friends turn to the witchdoctor for healing is that the medical 

system in many parts of Indonesia is dysfunctional at best. People feel hopeless and helpless 

at the hands of the medical personnel they can afford to consult. Many times, I hear that after 

going to the doctor a sick person will decide they are afraid of the treatment, afraid of an 

operation, or cannot afford it, and will take 'kampong' medicine instead. It seems that hearing 

just one story of a failed operation, for cataracts for example, will sometimes put people off 

having a similar procedure. 

'Kampong' medicine could be herbal remedies, or magic or both. The herbal remedies 

are often pharmacologically sound. But others, such as putting a poultice of leaves chewed by 

the witchdoctor on a badly infected head wound in a baby, may not be. I am not yet able to 

distinguish between which traditional remedies are helpful, part of God's provision in creation, 

and which are not. My local friends often tell me how many leaves of certain trees should be 

boiled to make a drink that will help with fever or infection or headache etc. I haven't yet 

worked out why my friends are afraid of operations and even plaster casts, but they do love 

taking medicine.  

Wealthier people may want to cover all bases so avail themselves of both traditional 

healing and going to the doctor, without telling the doctor. Reformist religious leaders and 

medical practitioners tend to speak out against traditional healing practices, but not always. I 

was at a clinic once when a hysterical teenage girl was brought in. In addition to the doctor 

looking at her, the nurses allowed the local witchdoctor to come and chant over her. 'It won't 

do any harm, and it might help', they said. My friends listen politely to criticism of traditional 

practices, but then they tell me 'we are not supposed to believe it but it is true anyway!' 
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I have occasionally taken on the medical system on behalf of a local friend, sometimes 

with a happy outcome. But not being medically trained, that is not the way forward for me 

usually. Something I learned many years ago is that God works according to the culture and 

the circumstances of a certain people-group. So, if a particular people-group do not have 

adequate medical facilities, He will do more miraculous healings!  

I love telling the stories of Jesus' healing and other miracles, reminding my friends that 

in the AlQu'ran Isa AlMasih is revealed as THE prophet with healing powers. If I am given an 

opportunity to pray for a local friend I talk about Isa AlMasih's power to heal and deal with our 

felt needs before praying in His name. I stress that Isa has God's power (Luke 11:20). Some 

have seen such prayers answered and this has fed into their ongoing search for Him for 

themselves.  

In Indonesia, many of the Christian communities are also syncretic and living with 

animistic practices similar to those of their Muslim neighbours for similar reasons as the ones 

mentioned above. The parts of the Bible I first turn to with Christian friends seeking to be 

freed from the oppression of ancestor spirits, black magic, taboos and amulets are 1 

Corinthians 8 and Ephesians. Andersen has fine material available both in English and 

Indonesian to help set Christians free.6 MBBs7 in Indonesia at least, almost always need to 

work through these issues in their discipleship. My default position is to assume that everyone 

I meet has been involved in black magic at some time and being set free from such powers will 

be part of their journey of faith. 

Not all ritualistic practices are bad. We are just not just minds and spirits but also 

bodies. Our physical needs do require our and God's attention. Coming into His presence 

involves our entire selves. God created us this way, so it should not come as a surprise that use 

of symbols and religious practices is normative worldwide. It is possible that we may use these 

in manipulative and syncretic ways, but that doesn't mean that use of these things is always 

                                                        
 
6 Neil T. Anderson, Steps to Freedom in Christ (London: Monarch, 2003). 

7 Muslim Background Believers 
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automatically wrong. All this to say that there is a spectrum of practices which at worst are 

bowing the knee to other powers, but at best help us to worship and pray. Visiting a shaman 

who uses Qur'anic verses, goes into a trance state where she is possessed by an ancestral 

spirit, reads chicken entrails and gives a charm to take home is not acceptable. However, it 

may be quite appropriate to visit a more mature believer to hear Bible verses read and to be 

prayed over. In such a visit candles and anointing oil might be used, and perhaps a bookmark 

with some encouraging words on it be given to take home. This is an area where we need 

wisdom, a willingness to experiment and a sense of humour, not legalism. Ruth Nicholls 

researched the religious practices of the Asian country where she worked and suggests ways 

that some of these prayer, recitation and chanting practices of Islam can be transformed and 

used by new followers of Isa AlMasih.8  

The good news is that people from this folk Islam background often find and respond to 

Jesus when He appears to them in dreams and visions. Almost all of the MBBs I have spoken to 

have mentioned a dream of Isa or the Bible or a church which moved them forward on their 

road towards following Isa. 

In pre-evangelism and discipling of new believers two issues crop up again and again. 

One is legalism - 'what do I have to do to be saved, in terms of ablutions, spiritual disciplines, 

prayers, being 'good' etc?' And the other is getting rid of magic practices, charms and 

influences. Nearly all of the MBBs I have met in Indonesia have had to be released from evil 

powers. And this is also the case for many who come to faith from a nominally Christian 

background. 

And just when you thought it was safe, it is essential to seek God's protection on 

ourselves as well as those He is working in. There are spiritual forces that are against working 

against us. I teach in a building that has a history of ghosts. At one point I found myself 

completely exhausted every day, but only when in this building. I asked a few friends to pray 

                                                        
 
8 Ruth Nicholls, "Folk Islamic Spirituality - a Help or Hindrance to a Seeker of Jesus Christ," (Melbourne: Australian College 

of Theology, 2002). Unpublished paper prepared for DMin course work. 
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against whatever forces are in that place, and I pray Jesus' presence and protection on me 

when I enter that building, and that particular heaviness has not bothered me since.  

In conclusion, folk Islam exists because there are physical and spiritual needs not being 

met by the prescribed practices of prayer, fasting and Quranic recitation. God in Christ can 

and wants to meet these needs, which is good news indeed! 
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