Bali -  
Much as I read about Bali, nothing really prepared me for the reality of the extent of the religious, ritualistic lives people on Bali live.

In Indonesia you must register as being a member of one of six accepted religions, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Protestantism, Catholicism, and Confucianism.  More than 85% of Indonesians are Muslim, however more than 90% of Balinese are Hindu, which is a mixture of Indian Hindu, brought by missionaries in the 4th – 11th centuries, and animism, which was the dominant religion before the Indians came. 

Despite that requirement, at first, given my skeptical nature, I was sure the decorations on the statues at the hotel, the rituals performed by the staff, the offerings on the statues and temples in the streets, were all put there just for the tourists.
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However, my skepticism gave way to apprehending the reality – the Balinese are very religious people and conduct their lives in accordance with ritual.  Our guide, Sana (shown here with Judy) is a believer, is working on being even more religious, explained to us his beliefs in karma, reincarnation, demons and the rituals necessary to combat them.
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I think he found it hard to believe that we did not share similar beliefs.  Since the three of us were hardly the most religious people in the world, and it could be said at least dismissing of all things religious, it led to some interesting discussions.  What I can say is when you read about Bali and learn about the religion – believe it.  The daily offerings, the constant rituals (like these two we ran across on the road – people returning from a temple).  The first was taken by Harold.
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Or this view of the Mother Temple and the hundreds of people in attendance on one of 30 days of this particular celebration – the anniversary of the founding of the temple.
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The packages the women are carrying on their heads are offerings.  What is left over is then shared by the family at a picnic.

Sana made an offering that day as well – he bought the ingredients at the temple prepared the offering
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And then made the offering with a group of others, as the priest chanted the appropriate prayers
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One fact of Bali life that escaped me, or was not talked about in the guide books is the caste system.  Apparently the Indians brought that along with Hinduism and both were  adopted and modified by the people of Bali.  Sana said that because of his caste he was limited in the jobs that he could hold.   We did not get a lot of information about the caste system, although apparently there are different dialects used by the different castes, and how one addresses someone else depends on their caste.  From what Sana said about the possibility of moving between castes in one lifetime,  I don’t think it is as rigid as India’s was.   Wikipedia has more information if you are interested.
By the way, we did visit a Buddhist temple, and they reflect the Balinese influence:  
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And a statue of a recently departed monk,
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And Harold at the Buddhist temple, no more impressed than he was by the Hindu temples.
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A second, but related cultural aspect of Bali that struck me was how people are embedded in the life of their village.  Every member of the village has a place and a responsibility to the village.  One of our guides, Nyman, who took us on hike when we were staying in the mountains in Munduk, was involved in preparing applications for development money from the Government.  That included new buildings, water systems, etc etc.  In addition he had a religious task as well.  He was one of the people in the village who prepared bodies for cremation.  He said that when the person was a personal friend it made things difficult.
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Another interesting thing about this guy was his entrepreneurial spirit and concern for the environment.  He was trying to start a coffee cooperative with the farmers in Munduk and looking for buyers who would pay a good enough price so that coffee became competitive with the clove growing that was destroying the environment.  Clove trees do not allow other vegetation to grow around them – their leaves contain oil that inhibits growth.  So the land around the clove groves are stripped of vegetation leaving it subject to erosion during the rainy season – birds are not attracted to the cloves so birds disappear, and second crops are not possible.  However, he said that 2 hectares of clove trees can bring a farmer $10,000 US dollars for the crop.  Coffee can’t compete.

The most frequent question I have gotten so far about Bali is “Is it beautiful?”  The most frequent comment I heard about Bali before I came was “Oh, it is so beautiful!”.  So, is it beautiful?  Who was it who said that beauty is in the eye of the beholder.

Sure there are beautiful places:
By the sea – 

[image: image19.jpg]


  [image: image20.jpg]



The rice paddies:
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And the temples:
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And volcanic  mountains and waterfalls:

[image: image27.jpg]


   [image: image28.jpg]



  [image: image29.jpg]


   [image: image30.jpg]



And speaking of temples – you have to dress appropriately to enter;  [image: image31.jpg]T
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Another aspect of Balinese life is art and music.  Again traditional arts are tied up with ritual.  The stone carvings for the temples, the wood carvings and the music are part of the religious life.  When Bali went to hell in a handbasket following the Dutch colonial period, the Japanese occupation and the general decline of all things Balinese, mostly Dutch artists returned to the island and began working with the local artisans to develop their skills to sell in a secular world.  It worked very well and continues to this day.  So on our travels we got to see a number of workshops for various arts.  Batik making
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Weaving:
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Stone carving:
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Wood Carving
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Bamboo instrument making 
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And music and dance.  When we were in Sana’s village we saw children learning traditional music and dance:
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And while there got to see a cock fight,  which is illegal.  The head man of the village – who came to dinner with us, said that it was tolerated, since it is part of the tradition of Bali.  It look mostly like gambling to me. [image: image50.jpg]-
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The music and dancing was more interesting and everyone gets involved.  Well, not every one.  Women, except for the young dancers, do not participate.  This kid looked like he had a future.
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Of course there is the offering:  
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And then the participants, first the young girl :
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The Judy (who was the only woman invited to dance):  
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Marc and Harold,
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Sana  and Made
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And then the real monkey dancer 
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Videos of all of this are on Flickr.

Other things we did.  We put our lives at stake, going to see dolphins one morning.

Here is a picture of the kind of boat we were in:
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Here is a shot of us early in the morning, from inside the boat, there were two other people with us.
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And us returning, safely I must say, the boats were very stable.  Those outriggers make lots of sense.
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We did not see many dolphin, but about 60 of these boats were out there, filled with tourists looking for them.

Judy did get to bathe in a hot spring.  At one time this was a sacred spot, but apparently no more.
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