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Introduction

In this self-reflexive essay, I appropriate the notion of reflection 
proposed by Pak Ibang Lukmanurdin. He was soliciting 
feedback on our experiences at Pondok Pesantren Ekologi Ath 

Thariq, in Garut, West Java, a local Islamic boarding school that he 
managed with his wife, Ibu Nissa Wargadipura.1 He told us that

You cannot see your full reflection in the mirror either in 
the dark, in being distant from it, or, when it is broken, in its 
shattered pieces. You can only see your reflection clearly when 
you are standing close to the mirror, when there is light, and 
when the mirror is not broken.2

1	 Pak and Ibu are customary titles used in the Indonesian culture to show respect and 
filial affinity. Pak, or Bapak, is used to address the men as “father.” Bapak is more 
formal, referring to “sir.” When we were in Garut, we addressed Pak Ibang as the 
teacher and founder of pesantren. The student-boarders there called him Pak Ibang as 
their teacher, religious leader, and a “father-figure.” His wife, and the pesantren’s co-
founder, is addressed as “Ibu,” meaning “mother,” as a respect and acknowledgment 
of her shared role in educational, ecological, and religious formation of the student-
boarders, along with the couple’s own children.

2	 Pak Ibang Lukmanurdin, in discussion with the author. The translation, which I have 
subsequently edited for this essay, is by IJ Gonzaga-Chan, SJ.
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For Pak Ibang, this image of the mirror becomes a metaphor 
for three kinds of negative approaches to reflections, namely, (1) 
reflecting in the dark, a metaphor for an unenlightened attitude, (2) 
from a distance, for disengaged stance, and (3) in its shattered pieces, 
for fragmented viewpoints. By the same token, three conditions 
are possible for a sufficient and meaningful reflection. They are 
(1) the search for the truth, (2) a proactive engagement, and (3) an 
integrative view.

This essay has three main divisions, using the three negative 
approaches to mirror reflections as mentioned above. Instead of 
directly investigating the various philosophical implications of Pak 
Ibang’s particular notion of reflection, I will deal more with these 
approaches in relation to my experience at the local pesantren in 

Pak Ibang Luhmanurdin explaining the image of the mirror.
Photo by Jason K. Dy SJ



1 1 5

Perspectives in the Arts and Humanities Asia  9.2 (2019): 113–29

Garut with a specific focus on ecology and interreligious dialogue 
with Muslims in general. What are my unenlightened attitudes 
toward Muslims and to the environmental problems in the world? 
What are my lukewarm and disinterested responses to the dialogue 
with Muslims and with nature? What are the fragmented views I 
held and heard from others?

The insights of Pak Ibang and Ibu Nissa, as well as the papal 
encyclical of Pope Francis, Laudato Si, inform this self-reflexive 
essay on dialogue with Islam and on ecology. Their insights are 
glimmers of truth toward a proactive engagement in the dialogue 
with Muslims and with nature, along with an integrative perspective 
on these two dialogue partners.

The Five-Day Program at the Pesantren

The five-day engagement is part of the Jesuit international 
tertianship program in Indonesia. As the only tertianship program 
in the world held in a predominantly Muslim country, the immersion 
at the Islamic boarding school becomes a privileged encounter 
with a Muslim community that advocates the formation of young 
students in their Islamic faith as well as their responsibility toward 
their environment. This network with the community at Pesantren 
Ekologi Ath Thariq is made possible through the Rm. Greg Soetomo, 
SJ, an Indonesian who recently finished his master’s degree in 
Islamic studies at the University of Jakarta.

For five days, our main activities consisted of exposure to the 
agro-ecology as practiced by the local pesantren, such as cultivating 
the soil through organic means, eating organic produce, drinking 
various dried or fermented tea leaves, enjoying the garden of flowers 
and herbs, living on a sustainable farm in a middle of rice paddies, 
some conversations on the local practice of agro-ecology, among 
others. The lived experience with agro-ecology was coupled with our 
observation of the daily prayer routines of the student-boarders and 
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their supplementary lessons with Pak Ibang on Islamic teachings. 
We merely observed, having had no orientation on Islamic prayers 
and spiritual teachings. Though I was inclined to sit quietly inside 
their prayer space and observe closely the residents wearing their 
traditional attire at prayer, I was dissuaded by one of the tertians. For 
him, the prayer period was reserved only for their faith adherents.

Aside from our informal conversations with the couple 
managing the pesantren, Rm. Greg’s colleagues held formal 
sessions on some current Islamic studies. The topics were based 
on the research interests of his four colleagues, namely, pluralism 
in Indonesian educational institutions, Islamic idea and practice of 
the “Sabbath,” identity politics as a current challenge of the present 
Jokowi administration, and fatwas, or rulings based on Islamic laws.

The discussions during the two sessions were engaging. It 
seemed to me, however, that the sessions tended to be a platform for 
the guest presenters to showcase their interests rather than facilitate 
a more focused dialogue on ecology and Muslim-Christian relations. 
The more enlightening sessions were the informal talk of Ibu Nissa 
and the session with Pak Ibang.

Ibu Nissa passionately shared the pesantren’s adaptation of an 
organic and sustainable agro-ecology in response to the capitalist 
model of Green Revolution introduced in Indonesia. Pak Ibang 
gave us a historical overview of the pesantren and some insights 
into Allah’s provident care for His believers and some personal 
recollections of His activist days of fighting for the land and the 
rights of the farmers.

The Mirror in the Dark

The mirror in the dark suggests an unenlightened reflection. This 
reflection is characterized by closed-mindedness, prejudice, and 
ignorance. The light of truth is necessary to penetrate into the 
darkness of falsity and deception.
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On the way to Garut, I imagined an idyllic landscape of the 
pesantren in a lush rural environment. But when we were dropped 
off at the main road, the area seemed to be a concrete jungle of 
residential houses separated by red brick walls, low-ledge fences, 
and narrow cemented roads. Perhaps, some of my companions 
also thought of this idyllic rural landscape because they too had 
difficulty locating the pesantren. We were even unsure that the two-
storey concrete house with multiple red roofing in the middle of the 
rice paddies was itself the pesantren. Later we were told that we had 
entered from the backside of the compound.

The compound consisted of three buildings. The first one was 
the main house where Pak Ibang and his family lived, along with 
lady boarders. The second building was a two-storey bamboo 

Ibu Nissa (right), Pak Ibang (left), and Wildan Imaduddin (seated) during 
one of our informal talks at the dining area of the pesantren.

Photo by Jason K. Dy SJ
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structure constructed above a fishpond. Its first floor was mainly an 
open space for prayers and community gatherings. The other floor 
was a large guest room with a balcony overlooking the rice paddies 
and the surrounding garden plots. The last structure was a larger 
two-storey building with two open spaces on both levels and two 
adjacent rooms on each level for the young male boarders. All seven 
of us slept on the second floor of the third building, whose wooden 
flooring was covered with parallel rows of red carpets. The area was 
probably another prayer and gathering space. The three structures, 
designed by Pak Ibang, who was as an architect by profession, were 
surrounded by garden plots of flowers, herbs, and vegetables, as well 
as fishponds and rice paddies.

On my first day there, in an attempt to cross the ditch, I slipped 
on the white ceramic tiled floor as I jumped from the rice-paddy 
walkway to the side porch of the main house. The incident resulted 
in a small wound on my right shin, which I had bumped into a 
concrete edge of the steps. It seemed to be a bad start. In hindsight, I 
realized that the incident was a way of wounding my psyche to make 
me aware of some of my attitudes of closed-mindedness, prejudice, 
and ignorance. One of them was my long-held opinion of Muslim 
women.

Muslim Women Empowerment

Revealing my ignorance, I had a long-held opinion that most 
Muslim women were subservient to the men in a highly patriarchal 
Islamic community. As an outsider, I perceived women to have no 
strong voice in their religion, politics, and domestic affairs. In the 
mosques, the women had their own designated areas for worship. 
There is only a tiny fraction of women actively engaged in the civil 
or political arenas. Mostly, they are in charge of the domestic affairs 
of their communities and have limited freedom in deciding on their 
marriage.
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At the pesantren, the person of Ibu Nissa proved me wrong 
in my uninformed opinion wrong. In contemporary society, Ibu 
Nissa stood out as one of the leading women who advocated for 
agro-ecology. From 28 April to 30 May 2017, she served as one of 
the resource speakers at the international Indonesian Women’s 
Ulama Congress, in Cirebon, West Java, which reflected on the 
various issues challenging the Islamic community worldwide. 
Founding the ecological boarding school at the end of the year 2009 
is also a testament to her active collaboration with her husband 
in promoting a viable family backyard farming with ecological 
advocacy, education, and small-scale entrepreneurial components. 
Her engagement with the issue of farming started in 1994, when 
she was an activist of the Student Youth Forum Students of Garut–
FPPMG, which assisted the community of farmers in Sagara Village 
who struggled for their land against Perhutani.3

In our informal chats, especially during meal times, she spoke 
with passion and urgency in protecting the ecology not just for 
human habitation but also for the other creatures. She had read 
Pope Francis’s encyclical Laudato Si and generally adhered to it. But 
she commented that it was a bit late. Around six years before the 
pope’s calling to care and protect the earth, Ibu Nissa, along with 
her husband, had founded the ecological pesantren, which aimed 
to fulfil the encyclical’s calling for the formation of “ecological 
citizens,”4 or providing the local inhabitants with sound information 
on the current ecological status and instilling in them good habits of 
caring for the earth. Adding value to the pesantren, the couple had 
created a familial atmosphere by encouraging their three children to 
interact with the boarders and learn from them, facilitating an eco-

3	 Nissa Wargadipura, “History of the Founding of Ecology Ath Thaariq Garut (Part 1),” 
Pesantren Ekologi Ath Thaariq (blog), 2016, pesantrenekologi.blogspot.co.id.

4	 The Holy See, Encyclical Letter Laudato Si’ of the Holy Father Francis on Care for Our 
Common Home (Vatican: Vatican Press, 2015), 153–54.
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forming environment, which, according to the encyclical, provided 
a proper space for nurturing the “ecological citizens.”5 

Rm. Greg’s two female colleagues further debunked my opinion 
of Muslim women’s subservience. Nurun Nisa critically examined 
the politics of the present regime and the challenge of addressing the 
politics of identity for the development of the nation and common 
good of all. The other one, Masaya Mashita, a Singaporean who 
was based in Jakarta for her studies, examined well the Islamic 
pluralism in state universities as a microcosm of the diversity of 
Indonesian society. The two educated women, like Ibu Nissa, are 
prime examples of future leaders who will contribute to the greater 
appreciation of the role of Muslim women in collaborating with the 

5	 Ibid., 155–56.

Romo Greg Soetomo SJ (left), Fr. IJ Gonzaga-Chan SJ (right), and 
Wildan Imaduddi (center) dehusking corncobs in the pesantren.

Photo by Jason K. Dy SJ
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various sectors in Indonesia and in Southeast Asia in responding to 
their complex problems, such as environmental crisis, politics, and 
religious extremism.

Indeed, the slip that I had on the first day was not only a physical 
one. It was rather a mental slip of an uninformed view of Muslim 
women. My encounter with Ibu Nissa, along with the female 
graduate students from the University of Jakarta, enlightened me on 
the reality of more empowered Muslim women in our contemporary 
society. They critically assess their society with research and praxis, 
advocate for the rights of the farmers, propose alternatives to 
capitalist forms of agriculture and economics, and collaborate with 
the Muslim men in promoting a better Islamic community.

As they are active in the civic, educational, and ecological arena, 
like Ibu Nissa, they also maintain their domestic roles of rearing 
their children and providing a hospitable home for them and for 
guests like us.

Distance from the Mirror

Distance from the mirror implies disinterested reflection. There is no 
transformative insight from this kind of reflection, for one has a lukewarm 
disposition and an indifferent attitude toward one’s experience with 
time, place, and persons.

A physically taxing work at the pesantren was soil cultivation, 
which we did on two mornings. We were working on two relatively 
small plots of land along an irrigated creek. The work entailed 
pulling overgrown weeds, tilling the soil with a hoe, trimming the 
edges of the plot to elevate it so as to provide water drainage and 
storage on all sides, collecting goat manure from the animal shed, 
spreading the manure either by hand or with a thin shovel, and 
then covering them with a thin layer of soil and topping the earth 
mixture with thinly chopped banana stalks. Unaccustomed to it, we 
found the whole process laborious.
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On the second day, an elderly farmer was fixing a nearby 
pathway that was destroyed by the rain and soil erosion. Though his 
face was wrinkled and his skin burnt from all the years spent in the 
sun, his arms and legs were muscled from constantly working the 
earth. That morning, while we divided up the work and laboriously 
tilled a vegetable plot, he was alone in lifting heavy boulders, piling 
them up on top of each other to support the wooden planks. He 
was covered in mud and drenched in murky water. I saw in him the 
commitment and strength to cultivate directly the earth. During 
our stay, I would see him doing various garden works that ranged 
from removing dead leaves from the green leafy vegetables to tilling 
the soil surrounding the patches of herbs. He told us, during one 
tea break, that he also shared with Pak Ibang and Ibu Nissa his 
experiential knowledge of farming and caring for the earth.

Consumerist Lifestyle

Seeing the old farmer, I was humbled by my lack of engagement 
with the earth. I qualify as one of the persons characterized by 
Pope Francis as “people who may well have a growing ecological 
sensitivity but have not succeeded in changing their harmful habits 
of consumption.”6 There is a sense of ecological awareness in me 
as exemplified by my conscious effort in refraining from using the 
air-conditioning unit on cooler days, reusing paper, following the 
segregation guidelines in garbage bins, walking instead of riding 
cars or motorized tricycles on the campus of Ateneo de Manila 
University, not buying balloons, bringing an eco-bag to the groceries 
instead of requesting for plastic bags, and minimizing unnecessary 
water usage in my daily chores. However good these practices are, 
my practice is not consistent. The inconsistency indicates that 
ecological sensitivity has not been ingrained in my lifestyle.

6	  Ibid., 40–41.
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At the pesantren, I was made conscious of my food consumption 
and the process of food production. I tend to like instant noodles, 
processed meat, bottled juices, pre-cooked meals, and crispy corn 
and potato chips. Yet I was not fully aware of their production. 
How are the flours processed? Are the animals fed with genetically 
modified food? What are the carbon footprints of the pre-cooked 
meals? Were the corns and potatoes products of mono-culture 
farming? What are the conditions of labor of the farmers and 
workers in multi-national processing industries?

During meal times, we were informed of the process of 
cultivating root crops like cassava and their nutritional value. 
During breakfasts, we either had boiled bananas or fried cassavas, 
or gluey sago. They were alternatives for rice and good sources of 
carbohydrate. At the dining area, nine large plastic containers filled 
with dried leaves, barks, and herbs were lined up on a wall. Other 
herbs were fermented in large glass canisters and stocked on the 
shelves of the nearby glass cabinet. The contents were herbal teas 
for us to drink every meal time. I particularly liked the dried blue 
pea flower tea. It’s refreshing to drink with honey and a dose of 
dried ginger or dried lemon grass. I bought some for my collection 
of organic specimens.

The intakes of tea and organic food have not only nourished me 
but allowed me to partake of the intricate care in the cultivation 
and production of crops and herbs, along with the other vegetables 
and fruits. These are the products from the efforts of promoting an 
agro-ecological family farm that advocates good farming practices 
such as permaculture, open pollinated seedlings, and poly-culture 
system. For the management of the pesantren, the practice is their 
proactive approach to counter the Green Revolution espoused by the 
government and the capitalist economy.

It is important to note that the foundation of this ecological 
Islamic boarding school was informed by the findings of the 2007 
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assessment of several local farming organizations in the villages 
of Cisompet, Jatisari, and Neglasari, as well as in the sub-districts 
of Cilawu (Dangiang and Sarimukti) and in Desa Cipaganti 
Papandayan.7 In this investigation, there was a prevalence of debt 
dependency among farmers using monoculture farming, causing 
the loss of money, early forced marriage of young girls, and loss of 
land.8 Reflecting on this case of debt dependency, Ibu Nissa asked 
herself: “How to build farmers with the sustainable production 
system, have their own seeds, produce their own fertilizer, as 
evidenced by chemical fertilizers that are harmful to the soil and 
the environment, how the land is managed alone without having to 
use labor?”9 She responded to these questions with her husband by 
setting up the ecological pesantren as a model and resource for the 
farming associations both of them were engaged in.

The proactive response of Pak Ibang and Ibu Nissa is 
enlightening for me. It not only changes a lifestyle, as advocated 
by Pope Francis,10 it also sets up a system. Moreover, sets up a 
system that promotes a culture and lifestyle of making sure that 
the environment is protected and the community is educated and 
formed into becoming “ecological citizens.”

Because of the old farmer, I highly esteem the many farmers 
who toil in the field every day to have fresh fruits and vegetables 
on the table. They are the true “ecological citizens,” and we have 
much to learn from them. Like Pak Ibang and Ibu Nissa, we need to 
respond to the ecological crisis by cultivating small vegetable plots 
in our own backyards and introducing to our family and community 
the lifestyle championed at the pesantren: “Peduli Bumi, Peduli 

7	  Wargadipura, “History of the Founding.”   

8	  Ibid.

9	  Ibid. 

10	  The Holy See, Encyclical Letter, 18–19.
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Sesama, dan Peduli Masa Depan” (Caring for the Earth, Caring for 
Others, and Caring for the Future).

In being ecologically sensitive as well as being proactive in 
lifestyle change, we also need to see the unjust structure and 
destabilizing culture that drive environmental neglect. Pope Francis 
urged us to counter the “throwaway culture” by advocating for “the 
use of non-renewable resources, moderating their consumption, 
maximizing their efficient use, [and] reusing and recycling them.”11 
We also need to be militant against the “utilitarian mindset” 
that promotes “individualism, unlimited progress, competition, 
consumerism, [and] the unregulated market.”12

Our hands may not be dirtied with mud, but we cannot just look 
at environmental issues from a distance. We need to be engaged as 
ecological citizens of this one and only planet Earth. 

The Shattered Mirror

A shattered mirror offers a fragmented reflection. Fragmentation 
characterizes this type of reflection, that is, it is incomplete, distorted, and 
limited. One has to consider other parts of the experience as constitutive 
of the whole encounter. One needs a critical eye in recognizing distortions. 
One has to know why the mirror is broken. The limitedness of the mirror 
leads to further and continuous reflection.

There were two mornings when I woke up early to commune 
with nature, as the sun rose from the east. I stood on the pathway of 
the rice paddies, feeling the morning chills. There was a deep sense 
in me that the pesantren compound, the Gunung Cikarong, the rice 
paddies, the concrete and brick houses beyond the rice fields, all the 
living creatures, big and small, as well as myself, belonged to one 
Creator.

11	  Ibid., 17–18.

12	  Ibid., 152–54.
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Pak Ibang repeatedly stressed this sense of being part of 
God’s creation in his historical and personal view of the ecological 
pesantren.

Allah is the great provider for those who believe in Him and his 
works. Blessings will come those who are obedient to Allah.
The soil is part of the provident blessing of Allah.
Thus, it should not be treated as an object but a subject to be 
dealt with care.13

Here, Pak Ibang stated the spirituality of the place and of their 
advocacy. It is the spirituality that recognizes God as the sole creator 
and provider of the whole world with all of its living creatures. As a 
provident God, he has given this world to human beings as a blessing 
to be cared for and not to be destroyed.

In their faith tradition, Mohammed was a farmer. Thus, as 
Allah’s great prophet, being a farmer is a blessing. Pak Ibang believes 
in this and feels being blessed having the calling of a farmer.

As quoted in the general description of the pesantren, Islam 
affirms the right of every creature.

In Islam, it [ecology] is not just a discussion about the need for 
food, but also the obligation to protect the environment. Like 
the human beings, other animals also have the rights [to be 
protected]. The environment also has rights [to be protected].14

13	 Pak Ibang Lukmanurdin, during his presentation of the history of the Pondok 
Pesantren Ekologi Ath Thariq. Originally in Bahasa Indonesia, Pak Ibang’s 
statements were orally translated into English by Nurun Nisa.

14	 An unattributed, original description of the Pondok Pesantren Ekologi Ath Thariq, 
originally in Bahasa Indonesia, which I have had translated online and revised for this 
essay.
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Through an awareness of God as Creator, other creatures (and 
the environment they live in) gain the right to respect, preservation, 
and protection, being part of the biodiversity of the whole ecology. 

Related to this awareness of the rights of other creatures is 
the affirmation of their roles in the whole ecosystem. During the 
tour of the compound, Pak Ibang mentioned the role of the snakes. 
According to him, the rice farmers regarded them as predators, so 
they hunted and killed them. Keen for the snakes’ role in controlling 
rat population, Pak Ibang provided a concrete pit for them to dwell 
in and not disrupt the farming activities. He was deeply aware of 
the interrelationships of these creatures. Borrowing the statement 
from the Catechism of the Catholic Faith, Pope Francis referred to 
this multiple relationship as an “interdependence of creatures . . . to 
complete each other, in the service of each other.”15

15	 The Holy See, Encyclical Letter, 64.

Rice fields in the morning, with a view of Gunung Cikarang 
at the back of the pesantren dormitory.

Photo by Jason K. Dy SJ
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This kind of ecological spirituality integrates all the efforts 
in sustainable, community- and family-oriented agro-ecological 
farming into the dialogues on the shared responsibility of caring 
for the earth; the critical assessment of the Green Revolution 
espoused by the capitalist society; and the self-reflexive evolution 
of one’s lifestyle. No wonder that Pak Ibang is not only a farmer but 
a spiritual leader guiding the young santris with the ways of Allah, 
the merciful and benevolent Creator of this world.

Conclusion

The five-day immersion at the Pesantren Ekologi Ath Thariq may 
have been short, but it has made a lasting impression on me. Three 
things have struck me deeply, namely, the empowered Muslim 
women, like Ibu Nissa, who champion the cause of the agro-ecology; 
the good ecological citizenship of the household of Pak Ibang; and 
the ecological spirituality that they adhere to.

First, Muslim women have been empowered to speak about 
relevant issues like the current ecological crisis. We do not only heed 
their voice. We need to collaborate with them in ensuring the earth 
for future generations and for the rest of the creatures. Their voices 
are deep because, as many of them are mothers, they feel the need to 
be proactive in nurturing their children and wards.

The earth is also referred to as Mother Nature, for she rears, 
nurtures, and nourishes all creatures. When she groans for help 
because of abuse and disuse, are we as her children not attentive to 
her plea?

Second, in becoming ecological citizens, we need to be directly 
involved with the concerns of the earth, from advocating a green 
lifestyle sensitive to the environment to dirtying one’s hands and 
starting a vegetable and herbal plot in one’s backyard.

But this involvement must be animated by the love of the earth 
as exemplified by the old farmer at the pesantren. He is a true 
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ecological citizen, along with Pak Ibang and Ibu Nissa, together 
with their family members and boarders. Their lifestyle is a counter-
culture to a “throwaway culture” and to a “utilitarian mindset.”

Third, the Islamic ecological spirituality of God as Creator can 
motivate other faith traditions, such as Christianity, to care for the 
earth. For Pope Francis, he welcomes everyone in dialogue so that 
together we can seek the path of liberating the earth (from abuse 
and disuse).16 In emphasizing the role of the Christians in caring for 
the environment, he quotes Pope John Paul II’s message during the 
1990 World Day of Peace: “Realize that their responsibility within 
creation, and their duty towards nature and the Creator, are an 
essential part of their faith.”17

Thus, both the Islamic and Christian traditions highly affirm 
the creatorship of the provident and benevolent God. This kind of 
ecological spirituality provides the bigger horizon of looking at many 
opinions on how to deal with the earth currently in global crises.
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