Indonesians in the
New York Metro Area
QUICK FACTS:
Place of Origin:
Indonesia
Significant subgroups:
Chinese-Indonesian
(50%); Minahasa/Manado
(35%); Acehnese, Ambonese, Balinese, Batak,
Bugis, Javanese, Minangkabau, Poso, Sundanese,
West Timorese (15%)
Location in Metro New
York:
Queens (Elmhurst, Corona, Woodside, Forest
Hills); New Jersey
(Edison); Long Island
(Nassau)
Population in Metro New
York:
8,000-15,000 (Community
Estimate); 8,066 (ACS
2010 Born in Indonesia)
Population in New York
City:
4,669 (ACS 2010 Born in
Indonesia)
Primary Religion:
Christianity
Secondary Religions:
Sunni Islam, Buddhism,
Animism, Bali Hinduism
Status of Christian
Witness:
Greater than or equal to
10% evangelical.
Primary Language:
Bahasa Indonesian
Secondary Languages:
Multiple ethnic-specific
languages, English,
Dutch
Significant Notes:
In general, the Indonesian
population in Metro New
York is around 60%
Christian, 20% Muslim,
and 20% Buddhist.4 There
are 21 Indonesian
churches in Metro New
York.
Perhaps the most influential imam in Metro New
York is Shamsi Ali, an
Indonesian who leads
prayers in a couple of
mosques, including the
largest mosque in New
York City.
The largest religious
festival of the year at
Masjid al-Hikmah, the
Indonesian mosque in
Long Island City, Queens,
attracts an estimated
2,000 people.5
Indonesians in Metro New
York are more organized
within their ethnic associations than they are as
a whole.
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During the beginning stages of a new church start in Woodside, Queens, Pastor Lasut*
brought in an unusual speaker to lure Indonesians to a worship service. The guest
speaker, named Victor,* was fl own in from Indonesia for the occasion. He had been a
Bible student in Jakarta in 1999 when a horde of Islamic radicals swept into his Bible
school, burning down campus buildings and violently attacking several students. Victor
himself was captured, tied up, and beaten before being knocked unconscious by the
blow of a sickle. When he woke up, his head was partially severed. After he was rushed
to a hospital, a doctor merely sewed up the outside of his neck, claiming that the damage
was so bad internally that nothing could be done to save him and that he would die
within a few days. At that point, Victor claimed that his spirit left his body and that Jesus
spoke to him, indicating that it was not time to die yet. When his spirit returned to his
body, a cracking sound was heard inside of Victor’s neck and he was completely healed.
Today, Victor travels full-time, telling the story of what God has done for him. Although
group violence certainly existed during the “New Order” reign of President Suharto from
1967-1998, the majority of Indonesia’s fatal violence in the 1980s and early 1990s was
state-perpetrated against the peoples of independence-minded regions, such as East
Timor and Aceh. At the end of Suharto’s reign and into the
teething years of Indonesia’s democracy from 1997-2001, a
diversified series of inter-religious and inter-ethnic violence
swept across Indonesia and resulted in thousands of fatalities. The majority of these conflicts were clashes between
Muslims and Christians, but anti-Chinese sentiment also
led to violent outbursts.1 Fleeing the persecution in their
homeland, Indonesian Christian and ethnic Chinese immigrants quickly made up the majority of the Indonesian
population in Metro New York. Out of the over eight thousand Indonesians in Metro New York, approximately onehalf are ethnically Chinese, and sixty percent are Christians.2 The Minahasa, also called Manado, are the other
major ethnic group represented in the Indonesian community although several ethnic groups have a significant presence.3

When Did They Come to New York?
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With widespread inter-religious and inter-ethnic conflicts
plaguing Indonesia in the late 1990s and into the twenty-first century, a corresponding
uneasiness over the country’s economic stability brought a fresh wave of Indonesians
into Metro New York. Before this time, the Indonesian population in Metro New York was
largely hidden. The exodus from Indonesia included both Christians and Muslims, almost
all of whom attribute dissatisfaction with their country’s outbreak of violence as a reason
for leaving.

Where Do They Live?
With two Indonesian restaurants side-by-side on Whitney Avenue in Elmhurst, Queens,
this street qualifies as an Indonesian enclave more than any other in Metro New York,
even though Indonesians are spread throughout Elmhurst, Corona, Woodside, and Forest Hills in Queens. Many successful Indonesians move out of the city to buy homes in
New Jersey and Long Island.

What Do They Believe?
Although Indonesia is the largest Muslim country in the world, most Indonesians in Metro
New York are Christian. Sometimes this Christian identity comes from having an ethnic
Christian heritage, such as that found among the Minahasa and Batak, but sometimes it
is as a result of recent conversion, as evidenced among many ethnic Chinese as well as
Muslims who have become disenchanted with their religion due to Muslim-perpetrated
violence in their home country.

What Are Their Lives Like?
With much of the population undocumented, Indonesians are mainly relegated to service
jobs in restaurants, construction, and other low-paying occupations. Most Indonesians
socialize with one another along ethnic and religious lines in their places of worship.

How Can I Pray?
 Indonesian Muslims in Metro New York are very open to dialogue about faith due to
the atrocities back home. Pray that Christians will forgive Muslims and lovingly share
about Christ.

Ashutosh Varshney, Rizal Panggabean, and Mohammad Zulfan Tadjoeddin, “Patterns of Collective Violence in Indonesia (1990-2003),” UN Support Facility for Indonesian Recovery, July 2004, http://
www.conflictrecovery.org/.../Patterns_of_collective_violence_July04.pdf (accessed October 14, 2009).
The Indonesian Consul General estimates 8,000 to 15,000 Indonesians live in Metro New York.
Numbers given by Indonesian Consulate General Official Harbangan Napitupulu. See Putut Widjanarko, “Indonesian Muslims in New York City: A Transnational Community in the Making?” Salaam
Institute for Peace and Justice, April 2006, http://www.salaminstitute.org/Putut.pdf (accessed October 11, 2009).
Ibid.
Widjanarko.

