
T H E  ROT I N E S E  C HOTBAH AS A L I N G U I ST I C  P ER FO RMAN C E  

James J .  Fox 

The chotbah or sermon is a form of e levated speech that occurs in a 
we ll-defined context for an audience who , though largely silent , are attentive 
to the stylistic nuances of the performance . It is supposed to be provocative , 
persuas ive and exhortatory . I t  invariably derives its inspiration from a 
scriptural theme that serves as i ts source , and it is thus frequently 
interspersed wi th references to other exemplary linguistic forms that require 
commentary and explanation.  

In an Austronesian context - as i ts 
rather than a traditional , speech form. 
of Indonesia , the chotbah has now become 
of careful comparative examination . 

name implies - the chotbah i s  a derived , 
Yet in both Is lamic and Christian regions 
a highly valued form of speaking worthy 

In this paper I wish to examine briefly the Rotinese chotbah as a linguistic 
per formance . Because of the variety o f  linguistic resources upon which it draws , 
the chotbah can be conside red the most complex form o f  speaking among Rotinese 
today . For this reason , and because there is considerable variation in the ir 
per formance , chotbah cannot be described simply or briefly . Furthermore , a 
chotbah i s  merely the high point of a religious service and to be fully 
comprehended must be considered in this wider context . For the purposes of thi s 
paper I shall therefore concentrate my analysis and draw my examples from a s ingle 
per formance . This is a performance that was fi lmed and recorded in i ts entirety 
during a period of e thnographic film research on the island of Roti in 1978 . 
Although I shall be focussing on the verbal aspects of this performance , a fuller 
analysis wi ll eventually include examination of crucial nonverbal aspects as we ll . 

The l i ngui s ti c  s i tuat i on : re sources for the performance 

Most Rotinese are conversant in two languages :  Rotinese and Malay . This , in 
i tsel f ,  is not of great significance . What i s  o f  Signifi cance are the various 
registers of these two languages that are utilised in speaking . In both languages 
there are ' h igh ' and ' low ' registers , and their use paral lels one another .  

Roti nese : The Rotinese language re fers not to a s ingle undi fferentiated language 
but to a number of related dialects . The Dutch lingui st Jonker , in his dictionary 
( 1908 : ix-x) , distinguished nine dialects of Rotinese but fai led to take account 
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of the dialect of Delha on which he had no in formation.  A list of ten dialects , 
however ,  would not do j ustice to the sociol inguistic reality on the is land , for 
the Rotinese themselves invariably insist that e ach of the e ighteen former 
political domains ( n us a k )  possesses its own dialect (dedea n us a k ) . The evidence 
cited for this claim derives from a conglomeration of phonologi cal , grammatical 
and semantic di ffe rences between neighbouring domains , yet i t  is clear that s ince 
the mid-seventeenth century genuine speakers of Rotinese dialects have attempted 
to distinguish themselves further from one another to j ustify political 
recognition and autonomy (Fox 19 7 1 : 70- 7 3 ;  1977 : 81-83) . Thus , even today every 
Rotinese speaks a specific dialect that serves as a sign of local identity or 
origin . This is equally true of Rotinese who live in villages on Timor that have 
been settled for over a hundred year s .  Although somewhat attenuated , Rotinese 
dialects on Timor still reflect n u s ak origins on Roti . 

In addition to a local dialect which is the register for eve ryday speech , 
most Rotinese understand a high register of Rotinese . This is a poetic form o f  
speech or , a s  I have referred t o  it in previous publications , a ritual language . 
Although there are phonological as we ll as minor syntactical di fferences in its 
use ,  ritual language is broadly inte lligible throughout the is land . This is 
partial ly due to the fact that ritual language incorporates and exploits semantic 
differences among dialects to create its special code . l This code is highly 
s tructured and based on principles of semantic parallelism that require the strict 
pairing of e lements to produce formulaic phrases and verses .  As the vehicle for 
proverbs , poetry , songs and chants , ritual language is used in situations of 
formal interaction whenever an e levated form of Rotinese is deemed necessary . 

Ma l ay :  Like Rotinese , Malay has high and low registers . In the Timor area the 
lowest of these re gis ters is Basa Kupang , a dialect of Malay that has been 
developing in Kupang since the mid-seventeenth century . Basa Kupang is related 
to other eastern Indone sian dialects of Malay ( Larantuka , Ambon , Minahasa) but 
include s a considerable number of Rotinese loanwords , since the Rot inese have 
long been the dominant population of the Kupang area . The following sentence is 
a simple i llus tration : 

( 1) Be t a  s u  p i  ma l u  sonde ada . 
Saya s udah pe r g i  tap i kamu t i dak ada . 

The pronouns , beta  and l u , are typical of Malay dialects in eastern Indonesia , as 
is the tendency to drop final syllables in the case of s u  from s udah ( and in 
contrast with Jakarte whe re initial syl lables are dropped) ; whereas ma is a 
possible conflation of the Rotinese con j unction , ma , with an abridged form o f  the 
Dutch con j unction , maa r and sonde is the curious negative that is distinctive of 
Basa Kupang.  This register is the everyday language of the market ,  of intimate 
interaction among members of di stant n usak , and among school friends and 
acquaintances from other is lands . 

Another register of Malay is standard Indonesian .  This is of increas ing 
importance because it is taught in all schools and used in all official and public 
situations . I t  is important to note that Rotinese pride themse lves on speaking 
a proper Indonesian and on not mixing the registers of Basa Kupang and standard 
Indonesian . 

Yet another registe r  - the highe st of all - is ' Biblical Malay ' ,  a form of 
Malay based originally on the early translations of the Bible . S ince Roti has a 
tradition of local schools dating from the 1730s , and since one of the principal 
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goals o f  the se schools was to teach the language of the Malay Bible , this register 
is deeply embedded in Rotinese culture and i ts forms of speaking. Although in 
recent years a more modern translation of the Bible has been promoted and used 
in Protestant churches throughout the is land , i t  is still common to hear 
quotations from the ' ol d '  trans lation (much as in the English-speaking world , 
recourse is still made , on formal occasions , to the King James trans lation) . 

In this there occurs a signi ficant cross-cultural coincidence of linguistic 
forms . The highest Rotinese register coincides with the highest Malay register 
in its reliance on paralle lism .  In particular , the Book of Job , the Psalms , 
Proverbs , Song o f  Songs , the Book of Isaiah and much of Jeremiah are expressed in 
a parallelism that is hardly mistakable in the Malay Bible . A simple j uxtaposi tion 
of a few lines from the Song of Songs in the Alki tab used on Roti ( S j iru ' l-As j ar 
Solaiman 2 : 1- 3 )  with English translation from the King James vers ion and a few 
lines from a popular Rotinese poem give a clear idea of the simi lar , traditional 
use of parallelism. 

( 2 )  Malay : 

Aku l ah bunga a i r-mawa r da r i  Sj a ron 
Dan b un ga bakung da r i  l embah . 
Sepe r t i b unga bakung  d i an t a ra du r i - d u r i , 
Dem i k i an l ah ad i n da d i an t a ra sega l a  

anak-da ra 
Sepe r t i  pokok dj e ruk d i an t a ra sega l a  

pohon kaj u h u tan 
Dem i k i an l ah kekas i hk u  d i an ta ra s ega l a  

anak- te runa . 

( 3 )  Rotinese : 

Te l eo ma fo a i - l a  h i l uk 
Ma sao t ua- l a  keko 
Na , S u t  i ,  au 0 se 
Ma , S i na ,  au 0 s e  
Fo a u  koko l ak 0 s e  
M a  a u  dedeak 0 s e  
Tao neu  nakaban i k  
Ma tao neu  namahenak ? 

I am the rose of Shar 'on 
And the li ly of the valley s .  
As the li ly among thorns 
So is my love among the daughters 

As the app le tree among the trees 
of the wood 

So is my be loved among the sons . 2 

But if the Trees ' Shade moves 
And the Lontars ' Shadow shifts 
Then I, Suti, with whom wi l l  I be 
And I, Bina, with whom wi l l  I be 
With whom wi ll  I talk 
And wi th whom wi l l  I speak 
To be my hope 
And my re liance ? 

Coincidence i s ,  however ,  not identity and there are also di fferences between 
these two ' high '  registers . Rotinese ritual language can only be use d  for the 
production of parallel utterances ,  whereas Biblical Malay , though used to express 
simi lar parallel verses , has many other uses as we ll . ( It is only the medium for 
translating an original Hebrew that , like Rotine se , distinguished between poetic 
and ordinary discourses . )  Thus the use of these two registers does not result in 
the expre ssion of paralle l statements i n  one and then the other medium , but 
rather encourages the rendering of Biblical statements in canonical Rotinese 
forms . 

This has far-reaching impli cations for understanding the processes of 
linguistic creativity . To render Biblical ideas into Rotinese r itual language , 
equivalent parallel terms must be created . Some of these are understood and 
accepted throughout the island ; others seem to be idiosyncratic to specific 
preache rs . Some commonly recognised terms are as follows : 



,------------_._--_._---

314 JAMES J .  FOX 

( 4 )  ( a )  Heaven : 

(b)  The Holy Spi ri t :  

( c) To Repent : 

(d)  Golgotha : 

( e )  To Redeem : 

( f) The Redeemer : 

Nusa Sodak I I I ngu  Temak 

Du l a  Da 1 ek I I Leu Te i k 

Sa l e  Da l ek l l Tuka Te i k  

Le te Langadu i k I I Puku 
Pak u l i mak 

So i  I I Te fa [ T i  fa ] 

Mana - s o i  I I Man a - t e fa 

Domain of We l l-Being II 
Land of Ful lness 

Patterner of the Heart II 
Marker of the Inner Se lf 

To turn the heart II 
To change the Inner Se lf 

Hi l l  of the Skul l  II 
Mount of the Nai led Hands 

To free II To pay 

The One who freed II 
The One who paid 

These terms are relatively simple compared to the maj ority that are highly 
metaphoric and often theologically dense and difficult to translate . Chri st , for 
example , i s  re ferred to as Ma l eo La i n  Puana l l Masafa l i Po i n  Tuana , which implies 
that Christ is the trans former of God ' s  mercy (Ma l eo La i n  II Mas a fa l  i Po i n  
indicating this heavenly transformation ) .  

As in SO much of ritual language , many metaphors are based on a botanic 
idiom . Ta 1 e I I F i a taro I I yam are botanic icons for the (male- )  person . Christ ' s  
cruci fixion is thus re ferred to as l ona  f i a  I I  ma l e  ta l e ,  which implies a withe ring 
or temporary death of these plants . S imilarly , using an entirely traditional 
ritual express ion , Christ can be referred to as : 

( 5 )  Hun i ma- l a pa l i t i k  II Te fu ma - nggona l i l ok :  
The banana with copper b lossom II The sugarcane wi th go lden sheath 

This metaphorical elaboration can be carried to great lengths . Some sermons by 
older preachers (who are themse lves oral poets ) include long passages of barely 
modi fied traditional poetry . Indeed , there is a tendency for some Rotinese to 
see in the ir traditional poetry - not simply in its form but in i ts content as 
we ll - anothe r version of Bibli cal wisdom. For the majority of Rotinese , howeve r ,  
the Bible sets the standard on whi ch Rotine se forms are a commentary . 

This accounts for another - perhaps the most important - rhetorical feature 
of Rotinese sermons . S ince Rotinese and Malay are both inte lligible , the re is 
seemingly no need for both languages to be used in a sermon . But the chie f 
rhetorical feature of sermons is that both language s are used in a complex way . 
This duality is expli cable not as a translation of one language into another ,  but 
as another form of parallelism in which simi lar statements are expres sed , in 
elevated form, as pairs . The rest of this paper will be devoted to an examination 
of this k ind of lingui stic performance . 

A Roti nese chotbah : the performance 

A preacher ,  like an oral poe t ,  is expected to warm up and become ' hot ' during 
the course of his sermon . Thus sermons begin s lowly using a combination of 
ordinary Rotinese and Malay , work up to a crescendo and then gradually taper o f f .  
Ideally , the crescendo is marked b y  the use of Rotinese ritual language . The 
sermon which I wish to analyse here follows preci sely this format . The theme of 
the sermon as announced at the very beginning is taken from the Gospel reading :  
Luke 19 : 1-10 . (As Jesus enters Je richo , a rich tax collector , Zacchaeus , climbs 
a tree to see him. Jesus looks up and tells him to come down quickly from the 
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tree because he intends to spend the night at his house . )  The preache r ,  E . M .  Pono 
of Termanu , gives particular emphas is to Christ ' s  order to Zacchaeus to come down 
immediate ly from the tree . This be comes a ma jor metaphor that he develops at 
length . 

The sermon begins slowly in Ro tinese with a simple res tatement of the gospe l 
story . The medium is ordinary Rotinese marked by numerous paralle l phrases . The 
gospe l for example is : 

( 6 )  (a )  Lama t uaka dedea - koko l an fo nan ' de t ak do nan ' s u l ak 
The Lo�d 's speech II talk that is m�ked o� wri tten 

(b)  Tunga fa i k  ma t unga l e dok i t a basa  tamanene 
Each day and each sun we a l l  lis ten 

( c )  I t a basa-basa ta l a  pasak i t a d i  i - don , b uka i t a da l en 
We a l l  open our ears, open our hearts 

Only once in the initial part of the sermon is Malay used and this single sentence 
is also marked by a paral lel phrase : 

( 7 )  Denga r l ah F i rman A l l ah ha r i  i n i , a p a  a r t i nya d a n  tuj uannya b ua t  h i d u p  k i ta .  

The next time Malay occurs i t  is used in paral lel with the s ame statement in 
Rotinese . 

( 8 )  ( R) Kona l a i - l a i  te fa i k  ia  boe 0 a u  men umpang na i 0 uman da l e .  

(M) Sege ra t u r un ka rena aku men um()ang d i da l am r umahmu ha r i  i n i . 

This ' double language paral lelism' once begun continues throughout the se rmon . 
In fact , once introduce d ,  each new rhe torical device becomes part of an ever more 
complex repertoire . Simple repetition is another such feature . 

( 9 )  La i e s uk se l uk a fada 
Once again I say . . .  

Zakeos ! Sege ra t u r un ka rena ha r i  i n i  a k u  men umpang d i da l am r umahmu 
Zakeos ! l a i - l a i  kona fa i k  i a  au men umpang na i 0 uman da l e .  

Yet another subtle form of parallel ism is to make a statement in one language 
but to use a single word or expre ssion from the other language - part icularly at 
the beginning or end - for the purposes of emphasis . This cross- language 
paral leli sm can work e i ther way . 

( 10 )  ( a )  Malay with the emphasis on a single Rotinese word : 

Bukan beg i t u  banyak Tuhan pangg i I ,  t a p i  s a t u  ka l i ,  kona [ descend ] ! 

(b)  Rotinese with the emphas is on a single Malay word ( in this case the 
Malay terms themse lves form a pair )  : 

B ukan ana sanga h a t a ho l i n dos 
Tapi ana s anga ha taho l i manamopok 

Not that he seeks a man who is true 
But rather he seeks a man who is los t 

When all o f  these rhetorical devices - Rotinese parallelism, double - language 
paral le lism, cross-language paral lelism and simple repetition - are being use d ,  
the preacher is truly ' hot ' . A further indication of this is this invocation o f  
quotations o f  the old trans lation of the Malay B ible : 

( 11)  Ka l a u  men u r u t  terj emahan  l ama : 

' Berbahag i a l ah sega l a  orang  yang rendah h a t i nya , 
ka rena me reka i t u yang empunya ke radj aan sorga . '  
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It is at this stage , the cres cendo , that the preache r switches to an extended use 
of Rotinese ri tual language with only an occas ional word 01: phrase in Malay . 

( 1 2 )  Ma l eo La i n  puana , 

Ana mo l i pengo na l eon 
Ma Ma s a fa l i  Po i n  t uana 
An ' dad i h i  l u  n a s a fa l i n  
Seh i ngga an ' da d i  neu  h un i rna l apa 1 i t i k  

Ma an ' dad i neu t e f u  rnanggona 1 i 1 0k 

De l apa 1 i t i n  f i f i u  
Ma n ggona 1 i I on n ggan ggape 
De ana ngape l e I  i He l a  Du l u  
Ma f i u  feo Kos i  Kona , 
Fo ana-rna He l a  Du l u  
Boe 0 nanas u l uka l a  boe -rna 
Fa l u - i na Kos i Kona 
Lo nanahapak , 
S e s ua i no kokoa - k i ok 

Nerne i ta t o l ano ko r - rnuse i k .  
Ana -rna B i nga Le te  l a  
A l a  l arna tan i 
Ma fa 1 u- i na Kade Sa 1 i 1 a 
A l a  l a s akedu 
Lasakedu b edopo 
Ma l arna tan i ba l u - ba l u 
A l a  doko- doe s e ?  
A l a  doko-doe hanya 
Touk Da l i Asa� 
Do Taek Lo l 0  Ma t a  S i na ,  
Tou rnanaso s i dak 
Ma Taek rnan a s e u  s a i k .  
l n i l ah Zakeos ! 
Ana doko- doe s e ?  
Ana doko- doe kada Kr i s t us rne sakana 
Ada l ah Tou rnanaso s i dak 

Ma Tae rnanaseu  s a i k .  

The Heavenly Lord 's son 
[ l i t .  areca palm ] 

He underwent a change 
And High God 's son [ Ii t .  lontar pa lm ] 
He was transformed 
So that He became the banana tree 

with copper blossom. 
A.'ld he became the sugarcane wi th 

go lden sheath . 
The copper b lossom sways · 
And the go lden sheath waves 
He waves toward He la Dulu 
And sways toward Kosi Kona 
The orphan, He la Dulu 
As it is wri tten so 
The widow, Kosi Kona 
As is mentioned 
In the praise-song 

[ l i t .  crowing-peeping ] 
From our choir .  
The orphans , Binga Le te 
They cry 
And the widows, Kade Sa li 
They sob 
They sob sadly 
And they cry pathe tica lly 
Whom do they request 
They request only 
The man, Dali Asa Ko li [ Chris t ]  
Or the Boy, Lolo Mata Sina [ Chris t ]  
The man who sews what is ripped 
And the boy who s ti tches what is torn . 
This,  then, is Zacchaeus ! 
Whom does he request?  
He reques ts only Christ a lone 
Here is the man who sews what is 

ripped. 
And the boy who s ti tches what is torn. 

Here in the heat o f  the se rmon , the preacher calls forth an array of powe rful 
images and metaphors . All of these are es sentially traditional . The comparison 
of Christ to the ' Banana tree with copper blossom / / Sugarcane with golden 
sheath ' involves the e xtension of traditional botanic icons to a new context ( for 
the use of these same i cons in a traditional context , c f .  Fox 197 1 : 242-244 ) . The 
Rotinese recognise a large corpus of canonical chants , each of which is identi fied 
by the name of the chief chant-characte r .  To invoke the name of this character 
is to recall the appropriate chant and the message it conveys . This bri e f  pas sage 
contains several of these oral literary allusions . He l a  Du l u ll Kos i Kona  and 
B i nga Lete II Ka de , for example , are separate chant-character names that call to 
mind specific chants . (He 1 a Du 1 u I I Kos i Kona are also evoked in a ri tual language 
song sung by the choir earlier in the service . )  What the se characters have in 
common is that they are ' widows and orphans ' .  This the n forms the underlying 
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metaphor for the passage . In the Rotinese view , man ' s  dependence in an imperfect 
world is l ikened to being an orphan and widow . This is also Zacchaeus ' condition . 
What al l these ' orphans and widows ' have in common is their need for Christ who , 
in this passage , is re ferred to in three di f ferent ways : ( 1) as Banana tree // 
Sugar cane ; ( 2 )  by the chant name , Touk Da l i Asa Ko l i ll Taek Lo l o  Mata  S i na i  and 
( 3 )  as the Man who sews what is torn // the Boy who stitches what is ripped. 

Of lingui stic signi ficance is the fact that several lines that should be 
paired are , in fact , incomplete . This is the case in particular with the lines 
that contain the verb , doko- doe to reques t .  Doko - doe , however , is a word that 
occurs almost exclusively in ritual language and i ts normal pai r ,  t a i - b on i , is 
we l l  known and unequivocal . A network analysis of the verbs for speaking (Fox 
1974 : 78-79)  shows clearly and graphically the position of doko- doe II ta i - bon i in 
this semantic field . Hence i t  can be argued that the more specific the terms of 
a set parallel phrase are , the more likely that its counterpart phrase can be 
left unstated but understood in an actual performance . 

The passage I have j ust analysed is one o f  three in this particular sermon . 
Each is marked by a brie f statement or statements in a mix of Malay and ordinary 
Rotinese . Thus the crescendo of the sermon cons ists of peaks and troughs , after 
which there is a return to the rhetorical style that preceded the se high points . 
I t  i s  in this style that the sermon ends . 

Concl u s i o n  

For anyone who understands the registers of the languages involved , a sermon 
is an exhilarating experience . A good preacher can always draw an audience from 
beyond his local parish . As a per formance a se rmon is , however , unlike a 
traditional chanting ceremony . Sermons are relatively short and cons ist of a 
series o f  dramati c bursts , whereas a traditional chanting ceremony is a steady 
rhythmi c continuum that can occupy an entire evening .  The goal of traditional 
chanting is to pre serve a continuity wi th the ancestral wisdom of the past . In 
sermons , by the use o f  involved and sometimes convoluted metaphors , preachers 
push ritual language in new directions for their own spiritual purpose s . 

I t  should not be imagined that sermons of the kind I have discussed are a 
recent phenomenon . Hints in the mis s ion literature indi cate that the use o f  
traditional parallelism in sermons was already established in the nineteenth 
century and certainly these usages flourished in the pre-war period o f  the 
twentieth century . Ironical ly , ' traditional ' sermons may be in more danger o f  
disappearing than the older forms o f  chanting . The Protestant Church o f  Timor 
( GMIT) has trained a new generation of young Rotinese pen deta  in theological 
schools in Kupang and Jakarta , and these pende t a  are not as we ll attuned to local 
forms of speaking as the old u t usan  i nj i  I .  What the next generation holds for 
the development of speaking on Roti remains to be seen . 3 
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NOTES 

1 .  The term ' code ' is appropriate i n  this context because ritual language is 
not another register like that of ordinary language . More is necessary than 
the ability to produce or comprehend a grammatical Rotinese utterance . What 
is neces sary is the ability to pair utterances in an acceptable manner . 
Code here refers to the associate principles which underlie the pairing ot 
semantic e lements and thus form the basis for the realisation of culturally 
acceptable utterances (Fox 19 75 : 1 10ff ) . 

2 .  Note the di fference in trans lation of the same Hebrew passage in the Malay 
Alki tab and the King James version as for e xample dj e r u k  versus app le . 

3 .  The research on which this paper i s  based has been conducted on various 
trips to the is land of Roti s ince 1965 . It has been supported by grants 
from the u . s .  Public Health Service (NIMH ) , the National Science Foundation , 
and the Australian National University , This research has been done under 
the auspice s  of the Lembaga Ilmu Pengetahuan Indonesia and with the 
sponsorship of the Universities of Nusa Cendana in Kupang and Satya Wecana 
in S ala Tiga . I express my thanks to all of these institutions , and to 
Mr Timothy Asch who accompanied me to Roti in 197 7  and 1978 to film the 
performance of sermons as one aspect of a program for the ethnographic film 
documentation of Rotinese culture . 
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