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	Character education embedded in indigenous religious ritual remains underexplored, particularly within syncretic Javanese Buddhist communities. This study examines the pedagogical function of the Ujub Sesaji ritual in Javanese-language Puja Bakti among Buddhists in Boyolali Regency, Indonesia, using Thomas Lickona's tripartite framework of moral knowing, moral feeling, and moral action. Employing a qualitative descriptive-hermeneutic design, the study draws on participant observation, semi-structured interviews, and interpretation of ritual texts, verbal formulas, and symbolic offerings. The findings show that Ujub Sesaji operates as an integrated moral curriculum: symbolic offerings cultivate moral cognition; Javanese recitation and communal participation intensify gratitude, reverence, compassion, and humility; and repeated ritual practice habituates sincerity, cooperation, discipline, and intergenerational responsibility. The study extends Lickona's model beyond school-based settings and demonstrates that local Buddhist-Javanese ritual can function as a culturally grounded vehicle of character education. It also supports Indonesia's Character Education Strengthening agenda by showing how living religious traditions may enrich non-formal and community-based moral formation.
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INTRODUCTION
Character education has become a major concern in contemporary educational discourse as societies face accelerated globalization, digital disruption, and weakening communal bonds. Within this context, moral education cannot be reduced to the transmission of rules or cognitive instruction alone. It requires lived experiences that enable learners to understand values, feel their ethical force, and enact them consistently in social life. Recent studies on character education show that local wisdom, cultural practice, and community-based learning have become increasingly important clusters in educational research, particularly because they offer morally meaningful contexts close to people's everyday lives (Aulia & Anshory, 2025; Ruswinarsih et al., 2025).
Thomas Lickona's theory of character education remains one of the most influential frameworks for analyzing this integrated process. Lickona (1992) argues that character is formed through three mutually reinforcing dimensions: moral knowing, moral feeling, and moral action. Moral knowing refers to ethical awareness, value comprehension, perspective-taking, moral reasoning, decision-making, and self-knowledge. Moral feeling concerns conscience, empathy, humility, self-respect, self-control, and the love of goodness. Moral action refers to the competence, will, and habit through which moral commitments become visible behavior. The strength of this framework lies in its refusal to separate cognition, emotion, and practice.
However, much character education research remains concentrated on formal schooling and classroom-based pedagogy. This focus is useful but incomplete. Moral formation also takes place in non-formal spaces such as religious rituals, family ceremonies, communal worship, and cultural traditions. These spaces do not teach values only through explanation; they also teach through symbols, affect, repetition, bodily discipline, social participation, and intergenerational memory. For this reason, ritual offers a particularly rich site for examining how character is formed in culturally embedded ways.
The growing literature on local wisdom and character education confirms this direction. Bibliometric and systematic studies indicate that local culture is increasingly recognized as a resource for moral resilience and cultural identity (Arjaya et al., 2024; Rahmawati, 2025; Sakti et al., 2024). Studies of Javanese rituals such as slametan, nyadran, larung sesaji, and related ceremonial forms also show that ritual objects and verbal expressions function as layered moral texts that transmit cosmology, social ethics, respect, solidarity, and communal responsibility (Andriyanto et al., 2022; Maulana et al., 2025; Sholeh et al., 2025). Yet these studies have rarely connected a specific Javanese Buddhist ritual to a formal model of character education.
This gap is particularly visible in the study of Javanese Buddhism. Buddhism in Java developed through long interaction with Javanese cosmology, ancestor reverence, local language, and communal ritual aesthetics. The result is not merely canonical Buddhism in a local costume, but a living religious-cultural synthesis in which Buddhist ethics and Javanese symbolic worlds mutually shape one another. Recent work on Javanese Buddhist communities highlights the role of language, ritual invention, tolerance, social solidarity, and symbolic practice in transmitting religious values (Buaban, 2025; Praptiyono & Mega Singamurti, 2025; Rizzo, 2024; Sukma et al., 2025; Tania & Yatno, 2025; Vidya & Utami, 2024). Nevertheless, the Ujub Sesaji ritual within Javanese-language Puja Bakti in Boyolali Regency has not been systematically analyzed as a vehicle of character education.
The present study addresses that gap by examining how Ujub Sesaji functions as a culturally grounded moral pedagogy. The central question is: how does Ujub Sesaji cultivate moral knowing, moral feeling, and moral action within the Javanese Buddhist community of Boyolali Regency? By answering this question, the article contributes to three fields at once: Buddhist studies, Javanese cultural pedagogy, and character education theory. It argues that Ujub Sesaji should be understood not only as devotional performance, but also as a living moral curriculum that integrates doctrine, affect, communal action, and intergenerational responsibility.
METHODS
2.1. Analytical Framework
This study is grounded primarily in Lickona's (1992) model of character education. The framework is used not as a rigid checklist, but as an analytical lens for reading the pedagogical structure of the ritual. Moral knowing is identified in the way ritual symbols communicate ethical concepts; moral feeling is identified in the affective dispositions cultivated through language, rhythm, reverence, gratitude, and communal participation; and moral action is identified in the disciplined practices through which values are embodied in repeated behavior.
This framework is complemented by theories of ritual and interpretation. Durkheim (2016) understands religious ceremony as a social mechanism through which communities generate collective moral life. Turner et al. (2017) add that ritual produces communitas, a shared affective-social experience that binds participants into a moral community. Gadamer's (2008) hermeneutics provides the interpretive basis for reading ritual texts and symbols as historically situated meaning structures. Together, these perspectives allow Ujub Sesaji to be analyzed as a symbolic, affective, and practical site of character formation.
2.2. Research Design, Site, and Data Collection
The research employed a qualitative descriptive-hermeneutic approach. A qualitative design is appropriate because the study seeks to understand the meaning of ritual practice in its natural social and religious setting rather than to measure variables statistically (Creswell & Poth, 2016). The descriptive dimension maps the observable sequence of Ujub Sesaji, including its verbal expressions, ritual actors, symbolic objects, and communal actions. The hermeneutic dimension interprets the moral meanings embedded in the ritual's language, gestures, offerings, and doctrinal references.
The research site was the Javanese Buddhist community in Boyolali Regency, Central Java. This community was selected purposively because it continues to practice Puja Bakti in the Javanese language and retains Ujub Sesaji as part of its liturgical pattern. Data were collected through participant observation during ritual events, semi-structured interviews with religious leaders, ritual practitioners, and community members, and documentary analysis of Ujub texts, ritual manuals, and supporting liturgical materials. This combination of methods enabled the study to connect what participants do, what they say, and how ritual texts encode moral values.
2.3. Data Analysis and Trustworthiness
Data analysis followed the interactive model of Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña (2014), consisting of data condensation, data display, interpretation, and conclusion drawing. Observational notes, interview data, and ritual texts were coded according to the three dimensions of Lickona's framework. The coding process examined how each ritual element contributed to moral cognition, moral emotion, and moral practice. Trustworthiness was strengthened through methodological triangulation and member checking. Interpretive claims were cross-checked across observation, interview, and document data, then compared with participants' own explanations of ritual meaning.
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
3.1. The Ujub Sesaji Ritual in Javanese-Language Puja Bakti
Ujub Sesaji is a central component of Javanese-language Puja Bakti practiced by Buddhist communities in Boyolali Regency. Puja Bakti itself is a communal Buddhist worship service, while Ujub refers to the formal verbal declaration of intention, offering, gratitude, and supplication. Sesaji refers to the arrangement of symbolic offerings placed within the ritual space. Together, Ujub Sesaji creates a performative moment in which speech, object, gesture, memory, and communal presence converge. In Geertz's (2017) terms, the ritual functions as a cultural system: its symbols do not simply represent beliefs, but also orient conduct and shape how participants understand the world.
The ritual normally begins with the preparation of offerings by community members. This preparatory work is already pedagogical because it requires cooperation, attentiveness, and shared responsibility. The officiant, commonly a senior practitioner or elder, then leads the Ujub recitation. During the recitation, the officiant identifies the offerings and explains their spiritual and moral meanings to the congregation. Thus, the ritual is not silent symbolism alone; it is accompanied by verbal interpretation that makes moral meanings available to participants across generations.
The sesaji typically consists of five main symbolic elements. First, two candles are used: a red candle, lilin abrit, associated with maternal blessing, and a white candle, lilin pethak, associated with paternal blessing. Together they represent the moral light transmitted by parents. Second, clear water, toya wening, symbolizes purity of thought, speech, and conduct. Third, fruits, including hanging fruits or pala gumantung, symbolize the karmic relation between past action and present circumstance. Fourth, a circular flower arrangement, sekar atepung gelang, evokes impermanence and the cycle of life. Fifth, several forms of tumpeng express wisdom, the trials of life, and communal blessing.
The use of Javanese is crucial. Language situates Buddhist teaching within the emotional and cultural world of the community. Sukma et al. (2025) show that Javanese in Buddhist devotion deepens spiritual meaning by connecting doctrine with local identity. In Ujub Sesaji, the mother tongue makes Buddhist values feel close, familiar, and affectively powerful. The ritual therefore reflects a syncretic but coherent religious pedagogy: Buddhist ethical concepts are transmitted through Javanese symbolic language, communal memory, and embodied performance.
3.2. Moral Knowing in Ujub Sesaji
Moral knowing in Ujub Sesaji appears through the interpretation of ritual symbols. Lickona (1992) explains that moral knowing includes moral awareness, knowledge of values, perspective-taking, moral reasoning, decision-making, and self-knowledge. In the ritual, these capacities are cultivated not through abstract moral lectures, but through symbolic pedagogy. Each offering becomes a material sign that participants are invited to read, remember, and internalize.
The red and white candles teach filial responsibility and intergenerational gratitude. Their light reminds participants that moral life is received from parents, ancestors, teachers, and the community. Clear water teaches purity and ethical self-discipline. It converts the abstract ideal of clean thought, speech, and conduct into a visible and sensory form. Fruits teach consequence and causality: present life is connected to prior actions. The circular flowers teach impermanence, helping participants understand that life must be lived with humility and awareness of change. The tumpeng teaches resilience, wisdom, and communal blessing, because food is shared and never understood as a purely private possession.
This symbolic interpretation demonstrates how ritual objects operate as moral texts. They model an ethical order and offer practical templates for conduct. Geertz (2017) argues that religious symbols both represent reality and shape reality by guiding action. Ujub Sesaji does precisely this. Participants do not simply see candles, water, fruits, flowers, and rice; they learn to see parental duty, purity, karmic consequence, impermanence, and communal solidarity. The material world becomes a medium of moral reasoning.
Within the community's Buddhist horizon, these meanings are also connected to familiar ethical categories such as generosity, discipline, and inner cultivation. The ritual therefore works as a bridge between doctrinal understanding and everyday life. Even community members without formal Buddhist education can grasp ethical ideas because they are mediated through objects, language, and practices that are already culturally recognizable. This confirms the argument of ethnopedagogical studies that local wisdom supports moral understanding more effectively when it is embedded in lived experience (Milandari et al., 2026; Sakti et al., 2024).
3.3. Moral Feeling in Ujub Sesaji
Moral feeling is the affective dimension that moves ethical knowledge toward commitment. Lickona (1992) emphasizes that a person may know what is good but fail to act if the heart is not formed. Ujub Sesaji is especially strong in this affective dimension because it combines mother-tongue recitation, reverent posture, silence, rhythm, shared symbols, and communal participation. The result is not merely information about virtue, but an emotional experience of gratitude, humility, compassion, reverence, and inner peace.
The Javanese language intensifies this affective effect. Javanese contains registers, honorific forms, and moral expressions that naturally evoke respect and relational sensitivity. When Buddhist devotion is voiced in Javanese, doctrine becomes intimate rather than distant. Keeler (1984) and Sukma et al. (2025) help explain why local language matters: language is not a neutral container of meaning, but a cultural medium that shapes emotional depth, social position, and ethical self-awareness. In Ujub Sesaji, participants hear moral teaching in a language that belongs to their familial and communal world.
Four affective states are especially prominent. First, reverence is cultivated toward the Buddha, ancestors, parents, elders, and the moral order. Second, gratitude is evoked through offerings of food, water, and flowers, reminding participants that life is received, sustained, and shared. Third, compassion is cultivated through prayers and intentions directed not only to the self but also to the welfare of all beings. Fourth, inner peace emerges from the ritual's meditative rhythm and focused attention. These affective states correspond closely to Buddhist ideals such as loving-kindness, compassion, appreciative joy, and equanimity.
Hoffman's (1996) work on empathy helps clarify the pedagogical significance of this process. Empathic concern grows through repeated emotional activation, especially when people encounter practices that direct attention toward the needs and dignity of others. Ujub Sesaji repeatedly activates such concern through verbal offerings, collective prayer, honor for parents and ancestors, and communal reflection. The emotional energy of the ritual therefore strengthens the motivational basis of moral action.
Collective ritual also amplifies emotion. Durkheim (2016) shows that ritual can generate a shared moral energy that exceeds individual feeling. Turner et al. (2017) similarly emphasize communitas as a moment of shared belonging. In Ujub Sesaji, synchronized recitation, shared posture, and common symbolism produce an affective community. Participants feel that they are part of a larger moral order. This feeling is central to character education because it binds moral knowledge to identity and belonging.
3.4. Moral Action in Ujub Sesaji
Moral action is the point at which moral knowledge and moral feeling become visible conduct. For Lickona (1992), moral action consists of competence, will, and habit. Competence refers to the practical capacity to do what is right; will refers to the motivational strength to act ethically; habit refers to repeated practice until virtue becomes stable. Ujub Sesaji cultivates all three dimensions because it is not a one-time statement of belief, but a repeated communal practice that trains participants in concrete moral behavior.
The first form of moral action is cooperation. Preparing sesaji requires gotong royong. Community members gather objects, arrange offerings, prepare ritual space, and coordinate responsibilities. These acts rehearse solidarity, mutual respect, and social responsibility. The second form is discipline. Regular attendance at Puja Bakti and careful participation in Ujub Sesaji require commitment over time. The third form is sincerity. Participants are expected to perform gestures and recitations not mechanically, but with ketulusan, a sincere orientation of the heart.
The fourth form is care for others. Before, during, and after the ceremony, community members assist elders, guide younger participants, share food, and maintain social harmony. Compassion becomes practice rather than slogan. The fifth form is intergenerational responsibility. Elders transmit ritual knowledge to younger members by teaching the meaning of offerings, correcting ritual sequence, and explaining the moral language of the Ujub. In this way, the ritual preserves cultural memory while also forming new moral subjects.
This process resembles Aristotle's understanding of habituation, in which virtue is formed through repeated virtuous acts until it becomes a stable disposition (Crisp, 2014). Ujub Sesaji is a ritualized form of moral habituation. Over months and years, participants learn to cooperate, attend, give, respect, remember, and care. The values are not simply taught; they are practiced until they become socially expected and personally meaningful. Character is formed through repetition, but the repetition remains intelligent because it is supported by symbolic explanation and affective depth.
In Buddhist terms, this dimension corresponds to practical realization. Moral teaching must move from understanding into practice. Ujub Sesaji enables that movement by locating ethical values in public action. It turns gratitude into offering, reverence into posture, compassion into prayer, solidarity into preparation, and responsibility into intergenerational transmission. This is why the ritual can be described as moral action in community form.
3.5. Educational and Policy Implications
The findings have theoretical, pedagogical, and policy implications. Theoretically, the study extends Lickona's model beyond its usual school-based application. The case of Ujub Sesaji shows that moral knowing, moral feeling, and moral action can be integrated within indigenous religious ritual. This does not mean that ritual should replace formal education, but it does show that character education has wider social locations than classrooms. Indigenous ritual can be understood as a non-formal pedagogy that integrates symbols, emotions, habits, and communal memory.
Pedagogically, Buddhist leaders, religious educators, and community teachers can use Ujub Sesaji more deliberately as a character education resource. The symbolic meanings of offerings can be made explicit; participants can be guided to reflect on the emotions generated by the ritual; and community discussions can connect ritual values to daily behavior. Such strategies would strengthen all three dimensions of Lickona's framework. They would also help younger generations understand that ritual is not empty repetition, but a meaningful practice of moral formation.
At the policy level, the findings support Indonesia's Character Education Strengthening program, Penguatan Pendidikan Karakter, established through Presidential Regulation Number 87 of 2017. The program encourages the integration of religious, cultural, and community values in character education. Ujub Sesaji represents precisely the kind of living local wisdom that this policy framework should recognize. However, such traditions are often underused because policy implementation tends to privilege standardized school programs over community-based moral resources. Stronger collaboration among schools, Buddhist communities, cultural institutions, and local governments could help incorporate indigenous pedagogical resources into broader character education initiatives.
CONCLUSION
This study demonstrates that Ujub Sesaji, as part of Javanese-language Puja Bakti in the Buddhist community of Boyolali Regency, is not merely a devotional or cultural ceremony. It is a coherent and culturally grounded system of character education. Through Thomas Lickona's framework, the ritual can be understood as an integrated site of moral knowing, moral feeling, and moral action.
Moral knowing is cultivated through symbolic interpretation. Candles, clear water, fruits, flowers, and tumpeng function as moral texts that teach filial responsibility, purity, causality, impermanence, wisdom, resilience, and communal blessing. Moral feeling is cultivated through Javanese recitation, reverent posture, gratitude, compassion, humility, and shared ritual emotion. Moral action is cultivated through cooperation, discipline, sincerity, mutual care, and intergenerational transmission. Together, these dimensions show that Ujub Sesaji works as a living moral curriculum.
The study contributes to character education theory by showing that Lickona's model can illuminate non-formal and indigenous forms of pedagogy. It also contributes to Buddhist and Javanese studies by demonstrating that syncretic ritual practices are not merely residues of local tradition, but active vehicles of ethical formation. For education policy, the findings suggest that Indonesia's character education agenda should pay closer attention to living religious-cultural traditions as resources for community-based moral learning.
Future research should compare Ujub Sesaji with other syncretic ritual traditions in Indonesia and examine how indigenous pedagogical resources may be responsibly integrated into formal and non-formal educational programs without reducing their ritual depth. Such research would strengthen the bridge between cultural preservation, religious education, and character formation.
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