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Amid the silent forest, the dark river, and the ruins of Crocodile Temple illuminated by the equinox light, Karman discovers that God’s love descends like light from heaven—piercing through sin, history, and human wounds, to lead a lost soul home.
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Glossary
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Aling-aling — A stone screen or sacred partition placed behind the main entrance of a temple. Its purpose is to block the direct view into the holiest chamber, creating a sense of mystery and spiritual separation between the outer world and the sacred inner sanctuary. 

Altar — A sacred table or stone structure used for worship, prayer, and offerings. In the novel, the black granite altar in the Equinox Room of Crocodile Temple is the spiritual center of the community and the place where sunlight falls directly during the equinox. 

Amazing Grace — A famous Christian hymn written by John Newton in 1772, sung by the congregation during cemetery pilgrimages and moments of spiritual reflection. Its theme of forgiveness and salvation strongly reflects Karman’s inner journey. 

Amrita — In Hindu mythology, amrita is the nectar of immortality. It is believed to grant eternal life to whoever drinks it. The gods and asuras fought and cooperated to obtain amrita during the great event known as Samudra Manthana, or the Churning of the Ocean of Milk. 

Ancestor Spirits — Spirits of deceased family members who are believed to continue influencing the lives of the living. In Dayak belief, ancestor spirits protect descendants, guide families, and must be respected through rituals and ceremonies. 

Andesite — A strong volcanic stone commonly used in the construction of temples in Java such as Borobudur and Prambanan. Because andesite is rare in Kalimantan, the Crocodile Temple was built mainly from gray sandstone instead. 

Antarala — A transitional passage or gateway connecting one sacred area of a temple to another. In the Crocodile Temple, antarala connects the outer courtyard, middle courtyard, and inner courtyard, marking spiritual progression toward holiness. 

Archaeologist — A person who studies ancient civilizations through ruins, inscriptions, and historical remains. In the novel, false archaeologists come pretending to protect heritage, but actually seek treasure hidden beneath the sacred altar. 

Asura — Powerful supernatural beings in Hindu mythology, often described as giants or anti-gods. They are not always evil, but they often oppose the devas (gods). In Samudra Manthana, they work together with the gods to churn the Ocean of Milk. 

Bawangsari — Karman’s hometown in Central Java, a small trading town that changes greatly from the 1960s to the Reform Era of 2005. It represents memory, family, exile, and eventual return. 

Belian Wood — Also known as Bornean ironwood, one of the strongest and most durable woods in Kalimantan. It is highly resistant to decay and insects, making it ideal for building longhouses, temple crosses, and traditional structures. 

Bilik — A private family room inside a Dayak longhouse. Each family occupies one bilik, which usually contains a living room, sleeping area, kitchen, and family space. 

Blenduk Church — A famous domed church in Semarang, Central Java, known for its European colonial architecture. Karman compares the dome of the Crocodile Temple’s pyramid to Blenduk Church because of its unusual dome structure. 

Borobudur — The largest Buddhist temple in Indonesia, located in Central Java. It is often used as a comparison when discussing the grandeur and complexity of other ancient temples. 

Candi — The Indonesian word for temple, usually referring to ancient Hindu or Buddhist religious structures built from stone. Candi often contain reliefs, statues, sacred chambers, and symbolic architecture. 

Candi Buaya — The Crocodile Temple, the central sacred place in the novel. It is an ancient Vishnu temple hidden in the forests of Kalimantan, later transformed into a Christian church while preserving many of its original spiritual traditions. 

Candi Buaya (Crocodile Temple) — An ancient sacred temple hidden deep in the Kalimantan forest. Originally a Hindu temple, it later becomes a place of Christian worship. It is the spiritual heart of the novel, combining archaeology, faith, mystery, and divine justice. 

Cap Go Meh — The fifteenth and final day of the Chinese New Year celebration, marked by prayers, processions, and temple ceremonies. It reflects the Chinese-Indonesian cultural background of Karman’s family. 

Carp Pond — A sacred pond beside the purification pool containing carp fish. It symbolizes life, prosperity, abundance, and spiritual continuity. 

Cecak — A symbolic figure from Karman’s troubled past representing fear, political danger, and memories of persecution related to past political conflict. 

Christian Dayak — Dayak communities who converted to Christianity but still preserve many traditional rituals, beliefs, and cultural customs, creating a unique blend of Christian faith and ancestral spirituality. 

Christine — A gentle Christian Dayak woman from Nanga Buaya who becomes Karman’s beloved and later his life partner. She symbolizes love, healing, faith, and home.

Cross of Belian Wood — A large wooden Christian cross made from sacred belian wood placed in the middle courtyard of the temple. It symbolizes the transformation of the Crocodile Temple from a Vishnu temple into a church. 

Crocodile Guardian — A sacred crocodile believed to protect the temple and surrounding waters. It symbolizes Vishnu’s power, cosmic balance, and spiritual protection between land, sea, and the divine world. 

Crocodile Guardians — Sacred crocodiles believed to protect the temple, the river, and divine justice. They are not only animals but symbols of spiritual power and nature acting under God’s will. 

Dayak — The indigenous people of Kalimantan, known for their strong relationship with nature, longhouse culture, rituals, spiritual cosmology, and rich oral traditions. Their culture shapes much of the novel’s atmosphere. 

Dewa Wisnu (Vishnu) — One of the principal gods in Hinduism, known as the preserver and protector of the universe. Vishnu maintains cosmic balance and often appears through incarnations such as Kurma, the giant turtle. 

Dewi Sekartaji — The beloved princess and true love of Raden Panji in Javanese Panji stories. She symbolizes pure love, destiny, and spiritual completion. 

Deity of the Sun — The ancient solar deity once worshiped during equinox rituals at the Crocodile Temple before Christian reinterpretation transformed the ritual into Christian worship. 

Dokar — A traditional horse-drawn carriage once commonly used in small Indonesian towns like Bawangsari before modern transportation replaced it. 

Dusun Buaya — Crocodile Hamlet, the Dayak village where much of the story takes place. It is closely connected to the Crocodile Temple and preserves its rituals and legends. 

Dusun Buaya (Crocodile Hamlet) — A traditional Dayak settlement centered around a longhouse. It represents old communal life, family unity, and cultural continuity close to nature. 

Easter — The Christian celebration of the resurrection of Jesus Christ. In the novel, Easter becomes the climax where divine justice, hope, and Christ’s appearance transform the lives of the characters. 

Equinox — The moment when day and night are equal in length, occurring around March 20 and September 23. At the Crocodile Temple, equinox is the most sacred time for ritual worship because sunlight enters the Equinox Chamber perfectly. 

Equinox Chamber — The holiest chamber inside the main pyramid of the temple where sunlight enters during the equinox. It was once used for Vishnu worship and later became the place for Holy Communion and Christian thanksgiving worship. 

Equinox Room — The holiest chamber inside Crocodile Temple where sunlight falls directly onto the altar during the equinox. It is both an architectural mystery and a spiritual symbol of divine presence. 

Floating Church — A wooden church built on floating platforms over water in Nanga Buaya Village. It is the center of worship, Easter celebration, and Christian life for the local community. 

Floating Market — A traditional market where people buy and sell goods from boats on the river. Nagapura’s floating market introduces Karman to river life and survival. 

G30S/PKI — The political tragedy of 1965 in Indonesia involving accusations against the Communist Party. Many innocent people, including Karman, were persecuted and forced into exile. 

Gajah Mada — The legendary Mahapatih (Prime Minister) of the Majapahit Empire. In the novel, local belief says he built the temple and was buried beneath the altar. His name also adds historical mystery to the temple. 

Gallery Veranda — The upper surrounding corridor around the pyramid containing important reliefs such as Samudra Manthana and other mythological carvings. 

Good Friday — The Christian holy day remembering the crucifixion and death of Jesus Christ. In the novel, it is observed with deep prayer, hymns, drama, and pilgrimage to graves. 

Good Friday Ritual — Christian worship held in the temple’s middle courtyard, showing how Christian faith merged with older sacred Dayak and temple traditions. 

Hallelujah Chorus — The famous choral movement from George Frideric Handel’s Messiah, sung during Easter worship to celebrate Christ’s resurrection and divine victory. 

Holy Communion — A Christian sacrament involving bread and wine symbolizing the body and blood of Christ. In the novel, it is celebrated during equinox rituals inside the temple. 

Holy Saturday — The silent day between Good Friday and Easter Sunday, marked by waiting, reflection, and hope for resurrection. 

How Great Thou Art — A well-known Christian hymn translated from the Swedish hymn O Store Gud. It is sung during the dramatic scene of divine justice by the river. 

Jata — Karman’s close friend who introduces him to Dusun Buaya, Christine, and the mysteries of the Crocodile Temple. He also helps Karman travel deeper into Kalimantan and guides him into the world of Nanga Buaya. 

Jawatan Kepurbakalaan — The government archaeological office. In the novel, treasure hunters falsely claim to represent this institution to justify opening the sacred altar. 

Jesus Christ — The central figure of Christianity whose crucifixion, resurrection, and divine appearance form the spiritual foundation of the novel. 

Juhu Singkah — A traditional Dayak dish made from young rattan shoots cooked with spices such as turmeric, lemongrass, and chili. It has a slightly bitter but delicious taste. 

Kalimantan — The Indonesian part of Borneo, known for its rivers, rainforests, Dayak communities, and strong spiritual connection to nature. 

Karman — The main protagonist of the novel. He is a young man searching for peace, identity, love, and spiritual meaning after escaping a troubled political past. In another phase of the story, he later becomes Pastor Karman. 

Kenong — A traditional percussion instrument used in Dayak music. Its strong rhythm drives dancing and ritual celebration. 

Ketoprak — Traditional Javanese theater performance that combines drama, music, and historical stories. Karman first learned Panji stories from ketoprak. 

Klotok — A small wooden riverboat commonly used in Kalimantan for transportation along rivers and remote villages. In later scenes, it is also described as a small wooden motorboat essential for daily river life. 

Kurma — Vishnu’s turtle incarnation. In Samudra Manthana, Kurma supports Mount Mandara so it does not sink while the gods and asuras churn the Ocean of Milk. 

Lantern — A hand-carried light used during cemetery pilgrimages, Good Friday processions, and night prayers. It symbolizes faith, hope, and spiritual guidance. 

LEKRA — A cultural organization associated with leftist artistic groups in Indonesia before the political tragedy of 1965. Karman’s involvement with Wayang Potehi connected him indirectly to LEKRA and later caused suspicion and persecution. 

Lemang — Sticky rice cooked inside bamboo with coconut milk. It is commonly served during festivals and important celebrations. 

Longhouse — A traditional communal Dayak house built on high wooden stilts where many families live together while maintaining individual bilik rooms. It represents unity, tradition, and collective life. 

Mahapatih — The highest political office under the king in ancient Javanese kingdoms, similar to a prime minister. Gajah Mada was the most famous Mahapatih of Majapahit. 

Majapahit — The great Hindu-Buddhist empire of East Java that dominated much of Southeast Asia during the 14th and 15th centuries. 

Mandara Mountain — The cosmic mountain used as the central churning rod in the myth of Samudra Manthana. 

Mystical Pool — The sacred bathing pool behind the main temple used for ritual purification before worship ceremonies. 

Naga Buaya — A mythical symbolic creature combining dragon and crocodile imagery, often associated with sacred temple legends and ancient protection. 

Nagapura — A river town where Karman first starts his new life as a fugitive by selling noodles in the floating market. 

Nanga Buaya — A village closely connected to Dusun Buaya and the Crocodile Temple, sharing its religious and cultural traditions. It is also described as a remote Dayak Christian village surrounded by rivers, forests, and spiritual mystery. 

Namaste — A respectful gesture made by joining both palms together. It symbolizes greeting, humility, reverence, and spiritual respect. 

Ocean of Milk (Kshira Sagara) — The sacred cosmic ocean in Hindu mythology that the gods and asuras churned to obtain amrita. 

Paing — A Dayak vegetable dish made from forest leaves such as fern or cassava leaves cooked with coconut and spices. 

Pante — An open wooden platform outside the longhouse used for drying rice, cassava, clothes, and other household needs. 

Paskah — The Indonesian word for Easter, the celebration of Christ’s resurrection and victory over death. 

Pastor Heinrich — The priest who explains the historical, spiritual, and symbolic meanings of the Crocodile Temple to Karman. He is also described as a German pastor who leads the Christian community, protects the sacred temple, and guides Karman’s spiritual growth with wisdom and compassion. 

Pastor Karl-Heinz Kruger — The German pastor, archaeologist, and scholar who first discovered, studied, and interpreted the Crocodile Temple. 

Pastor Karman — Karman’s later identity after becoming a Christian pastor and returning to Bawangsari in peace and reconciliation. 

Petromax Lamp — A bright oil pressure lamp used for lighting inside the longhouse before electricity. 

Prambanan — A famous Hindu temple complex in Central Java dedicated mainly to Shiva, often compared to other temples in Indonesia. 

Raden Panji Asmarabangun — Hero of the Panji stories, a prince who travels through many lands searching for Dewi Sekartaji and spiritual understanding. 

Rebab — A bowed string instrument found in both Chinese Wayang Potehi and Dayak traditional music. Karman plays rebab. 

Reform Era — The political and social period after 1998 in Indonesia marked by democratic openness and freedom after authoritarian rule. It allows Karman to return home. 

Relief — Stone carvings on temple walls depicting mythology, daily life, historical events, and spiritual teachings. 

Resurrection — The rising of Jesus Christ from the dead. It symbolizes hope, eternal life, victory over suffering, and personal spiritual rebirth. 

Ruai — The long communal front corridor inside a Dayak longhouse where people gather, talk, work, and celebrate. It is also described as the open shared corridor where families gather, eat, and live together as a community. 

Samudra Manthana — The Churning of the Ocean of Milk, a major Hindu myth in which gods and asuras churn the ocean to obtain amrita. 

Sape — A traditional Dayak string instrument similar to a lute. Christine plays the sape beautifully and uses it to express emotion. It symbolizes intimacy, memory, and the emotional beauty of forest culture. 

Sanctum Sanctorum — The holiest room inside a sacred structure. In the Crocodile Temple, this is the Equinox Chamber. 

Serambi — A long veranda or covered corridor surrounding temple courtyards, often filled with reliefs, columns, and sacred pathways. 

Siun — Christine’s brother and Karman’s friend who welcomes him into the family and encourages his relationship with Christine. 

Silver Disc — A sacred reflective object placed inside the Equinox Chamber that redirects sunlight during the equinox and fills the room with light. 

Sonata — A musical form symbolizing harmony, emotional movement, and spiritual structure. It becomes a metaphor for the entire novel. 

Speedboat — The fast modern boat used by the treasure thieves. It contrasts with the peaceful traditional river life and becomes the place of divine judgment. 

Temple Trench — The water-filled moat surrounding the temple, inhabited by crocodiles believed to be sacred guardians. 

Tetelestai — A Greek word meaning “It is finished,” spoken by Jesus on the cross. It symbolizes the completion of salvation and redemption. 

Trowulan — The ancient capital city of Majapahit, symbolizing political power and connected symbolically to the spiritual center of Candi Buaya. 

Tuak — Traditional fermented sweet alcoholic drink commonly served during rituals and communal celebrations. 

Vasuki — The giant serpent used as the rope during Samudra Manthana to churn the Ocean of Milk. 

Vihara — A Buddhist temple, often replacing or transforming older Chinese temples during certain political periods in Indonesia. 

Wayang Potehi — Traditional Chinese glove puppet theater performed in Indonesia, where Karman once played the rebab. 

Were You There — A sorrowful Christian spiritual hymn reflecting on the crucifixion of Jesus, sung during Good Friday worship to deepen reflection and repentance. 

Wooden Altar Cross — The Christian cross placed on the temple altar replacing the golden Vishnu statue, symbolizing spiritual transformation from Hindu worship to Christianity. 
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Cultural Notes
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This novel is deeply rooted in the cultural, spiritual, and historical landscape of Indonesia, especially the river and forest societies of Kalimantan. The story combines Dayak indigenous traditions, Chinese-Indonesian family heritage, Christian faith, and traces of ancient Hindu civilization into one narrative. The setting of Nanga Buaya and Dusun Buaya reflects the traditional Dayak way of life, where people live in longhouses, travel mainly by river using wooden boats, and maintain strong communal relationships with nature, ancestors, and spiritual beliefs. Rivers are not only transportation routes but also the center of economy, daily life, and symbolic connection between the living world and the unseen world.

One of the most important cultural elements is Candi Buaya (Crocodile Temple), an ancient temple hidden in the forest. It represents the coexistence of old Hindu heritage and later Christian worship. This reflects how Indonesian local culture often blends different religious layers rather than replacing them completely. The sacred Equinox Room, where sunlight falls directly onto the altar during the equinox, symbolizes harmony between cosmic order, divine presence, and human faith. Such architectural alignment reflects ancient Southeast Asian sacred design traditions.

The crocodile itself carries strong symbolic meaning. In many Kalimantan traditions, crocodiles are seen not only as dangerous animals but also as guardians of sacred places, ancestors, and spiritual justice. In this novel, crocodiles function as protectors of moral order, punishing greed and defending sacred ground without human violence. This reflects the belief that nature itself participates in divine justice.

Christian liturgical traditions such as Good Friday, Holy Saturday, and Easter are central to the story. Hymns like “Amazing Grace,” “How Great Thou Art,” and Easter processions through forests and rivers show how Christianity is localized within Dayak cultural expression. Worship happens not only inside churches but also in temples, cemeteries, rivers, and forests, creating a unique sacred geography.

The novel also reflects the trauma of the 30 September Movement and the anti-communist violence that followed, when many innocent people were accused of being PKI members. Through Karman’s life as a fugitive, the novel addresses themes of exile, forgiveness, and reconciliation. His return during the Reform Era symbolizes Indonesia’s broader journey from political fear toward healing and remembrance.

Ultimately, the novel presents Indonesian spirituality as a meeting point of history, nature, religion, and personal redemption, where divine light is found not only in churches, but also in forests, rivers, ruins, and human suffering.
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Chapter 18: Moving to Dusun Buaya
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Together on the Klotok

A day after Christmas, he left for Crocodile Hamlet, locally known as Candi Buaya, alone. From Nagapura, he steered his own klotok boat, carrying all his belongings, so that it felt as though he were moving an entire house. Usually, when he traveled to Dusun Buaya, he rode a larger klotok with the steering wheel at the front where he could sit, but now he used his own smaller boat, with the rudder at the back where he had to stand. It was tiring work, yet Karman did not feel the exhaustion, for he was in no hurry. He left in the morning and stopped at Nanga Pitu to pick Christine up after school. Christine, seeing Karman come alone to fetch her, looked surprised and asked why he was by himself. When Karman told her that beginning that very day he would live in Dusun Buaya, Christine was overjoyed.

The journey from Nanga Pitu was filled with quiet happiness, for they were alone together on the klotok, only the two of them and the river. Christine stepped into the small cabin, Karman’s sleeping place. She asked if he slept there every day. Seeing the room in disorder, she began to tidy it with gentle hands. Afterward, she lay down there, laughing softly as they talked. She had never slept on a boat before, and she marveled at how it felt to rest in a place that swayed without ceasing. The sound of the klotok engine never grew tired, accompanying the sound of their laughter and conversation. Though they could not indulge in open affection, for Karman had to remain standing with his hands on the steering pole, that afternoon they felt an intimacy deeper than any they had known before. When they arrived at the longhouse of Dusun Buaya, Karman was warmly welcomed by Christine’s parents.

The longhouse, with its distinctive architecture, had been built from carefully chosen timber taken with deep respect from the surrounding forest. Its strong supporting pillars and soaring roof reflected the strength and endurance of the Dayak people in preserving the inheritance of their ancestors. Every carved detail and every ornament that adorned the longhouse carried symbolic meaning, telling legends and myths that enriched their culture.

Seen from the river, the longhouse of Dusun Buaya stood in perfect harmony with nature, blending into the green landscape of the forest. The river, as the source of life, provided clean water to drink, fish to eat, and a path of transportation connecting communities scattered deep within the heart of Kalimantan. The daily life of the Dayak people depended greatly upon the river, which was regarded as the very artery of life, carrying survival and continuity through the generations.

Inside the longhouse, the pulse of communal life beat strongly. Its wide open spaces became the gathering place of the extended family, where children played and learned, and where various traditional ceremonies were held. This togetherness created a powerful bond among the members of the community, strengthening their sense of belonging and their shared responsibility in preserving both nature and culture.

Through the longhouse by the river, the Dayak people revealed a way of life that lived in harmony with nature. They understood that their well being could never be separated from the preservation of the surrounding world. Because of this, they practiced the principles of sustainable living, keeping the river clean and the forest lush, so that future generations might continue to enjoy the beauty and wonder of Kalimantan’s wilderness.

Thus, the Dayak longhouse by the riverside stood as a living manifestation of the harmonious bond between humanity and nature. Here, within a life that was simple yet filled with meaning, there arose a symphony of breathtaking beauty. This longhouse was not merely a place to live, but the very center of life itself, teaching wisdom, honoring tradition, and celebrating the priceless wonder of the natural world.

Learning to Live in the Forest

IT HAD BEEN A WEEK since Karman began living in the longhouse of Dusun Buaya. He felt as though he had stepped into an entirely new life, for everything around him was unfamiliar and new. Instead of taking Christine to school, he now tried to learn how to tap rubber trees, gather timber, and catch fish. He soon discovered that none of these were easy tasks. Together with Christine’s father, he pushed his way into the forest. Christine called her father Aba and her mother Mamak. Karman walked along narrow footpaths covered with fallen leaves, leading toward the rubber groves deep in the woods. In the forest, the air was cool and peaceful, filled only with the answering calls of birds hidden among the trees. The ground was still wet from the rain of the previous night. He wanted to understand how the people of the village earned their living. Christine’s father laughed as he watched his future son in law struggle to learn how to tap rubber. Yet Karman enjoyed this new experience. According to Christine’s father, every forest had its own spirit, and those spirits must be treated with respect.

Besides rubber, they also cultivated rice, though the rice fields were the work of Christine’s mother. Because of that, Karman followed her to the rice fields, which were very different from the wet rice farming of the lowland paddies. They chose fertile land close to a source of water, usually in the highlands or on the hillsides. The chosen land was cleared of wild plants and thick shrubs, often using traditional tools such as machetes. After clearing, the land was burned to remove the remains of vegetation and to enrich the soil with the ash that remained. This method was known as slash and burn.

The prepared rice seeds were planted by making small holes in the earth with a special tool called a dibble stick, then placing the seeds inside. The distance between each hole was carefully measured so the plants could grow well. During the growing season, the rice fields were watched and cared for regularly. Weeding was done to control unwanted plants, and when needed, organic materials were added to improve the fertility of the soil. The rice was harvested when it had fully ripened. The harvesting process was done in the traditional way, using small hand tools such as the ani ani or a small sickle. The harvested rice was dried beneath the sun, and afterward, it was pounded to separate the grains from the stalks.

This method depended greatly upon traditional knowledge and a close relationship with nature. Though the farming system might appear simple, it required special skill and a deep understanding of the cycles of nature and the local ecosystem.

Karman also learned how to catch fish using the traditional fishing tools he had once seen on his journey to Nanga Randu. It was not easy to live in a hamlet deep within the forest, but it was something he had to embrace if he wished to become part of this family. They lived very simply and communally, all together within one longhouse. In that house, he never once heard them quarrel. Every evening, when Christine had returned from school, she accompanied him to visit the village elder. The elder often spoke of the history of the longhouse and of the legends surrounding Crocodile Temple, locally known as Candi Buaya, stories Karman had once also heard from Pastor Heinrich.

At night, Karman and Christine played music together in the ruai, the long communal hall of the house. Christine played the sape, while Karman played the rebab or the flute. Whenever they played, several people would gather around them. Since there was no special celebration, the ruai was not lit by bright petromax lamps, but only by oil lamps hanging from the ceiling. Their glow was yellowish rather than the bright white of petromax light, yet it created a deeply sentimental beauty. And when that lantern light touched Christine’s face, she seemed even more beautiful than before. Karman could not help but admire her beauty.

At such moments, some of the listeners would begin to dance, following the rhythm of the sape and rebab, whose repeating patterns invited the body to move. Usually, the rhythm would be strengthened by the sound of the kenong, but that night there was no kenong. Even so, the music remained alive and full of motion. Karman and Christine played while gently nodding their heads to the rhythm, giving the music its own pulse and spirit. The dancers moved with enthusiasm, their bodies, hands, and feet flowing with the melody. Those who had been inside their private rooms heard the music and came out into the ruai, joining the dance. That night, without planning it, became wonderfully festive. People danced with genuine joy, believing that Karman’s presence had brought happiness into their lives.

Visiting Candi Buaya
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A Tree that Embraced the Northern Veranda

KARMAN OFTEN VISITED Pastor Heinrich at the church. He went there to ask about Crocodile Temple, whose mystery continued
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