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INTRODUCTION

Religious service programs have long been central to the social and spiritual fabric of
communities worldwide, especially in Islamic societies. These programs aim to deepen religious
understanding and promote social cohesion through shared religious practices. In Mandailing Natal, a
predominantly Muslim region in Indonesia, such programs are often seen as tools for reinforcing
Islamic values and guiding community members in their daily lives. However, with the pressures of
modernization and global influences, the relevance and impact of such programs on local
communities remain underexplored, particularly in terms of individuals' subjective experiences.

This study addresses the gap in understanding how community members perceive and
internalize religious teachings within the context of modernization. Using a phenomenological
approach, we focus on participants' lived experiences to reveal the interplay between traditional
religious practices and contemporary life. This exploration provides valuable insights into the social
and spiritual transformations shaped by religious service programs in the Mandailing Natal
community.
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The article is structured to ensure clarity and focus. The introduction outlines the context and
significance of the study, emphasizing the need for a phenomenological approach to uncover
participants' subjective experiences. Subsequent sections detail the methodology, findings, and their
implications for religious outreach programs. By streamlining the background information and
condensing key points, this study highlights the critical role of religious service programs in fostering
community cohesion and individual spiritual growth.

RESEARCH METHODS
Design of the Study

This study employed a phenomenological approach to explore the lived experiences of
individuals in Mandailing Natal regarding religious service programs (Gasparini, 2021).
Phenomenology, as a qualitative research design, focuses on understanding human experiences
through the perspectives of the individuals who experience them. This approach was deemed
appropriate for the study due to its emphasis on capturing the essence of participants' subjective
experiences, perceptions, and meanings attached to their involvement in religious service programs.
By adopting a phenomenological perspective, the study aims to uncover the deep meanings and
insights of the participants regarding their engagement with religious practices and teachings within a
dynamic social context.

Phenomenology, particularly descriptive phenomenology, was used to describe and interpret
the experiences of the participants without prior theoretical assumptions. This approach enabled the
exploration of the participants' subjective perceptions of religious service, providing rich insights into
how they make sense of religious teachings, social interactions, and spiritual transformations. The
goal was to gain an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon as it is experienced by those who live
it, capturing the essential qualities of the experience. A detailed explanation of the process of thematic
analysis, including the derivation of themes from the data, has been added to enhance transparency.

Participants

Participants for the study were selected using purposive sampling to ensure that individuals
with relevant experiences and insights into the religious service programs were included. The criteria
for inclusion involved being actively engaged in religious practices or programs in Mandailing Natal,
either as recipients or facilitators (Hardwick, 2020). Participants were selected from various age
groups and backgrounds to provide a diverse range of perspectives on the phenomenon. The inclusion
criteria also required that participants had sufficient experience with the religious service programs in
question, having participated in these activities for at least six months prior to the study.

A total of 15-20 participants were involved in the study, consisting of religious leaders,
teachers, and members of the local community. The group represented a mix of genders and ages,
ranging from young adults to older community members, ensuring a comprehensive view of how
different generations experienced the religious service programs. The study did not include
individuals who had no involvement in religious activities or service programs in the region, as they
would not have been able to provide relevant insights into the research questions.

Data Collection

Data was collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews and field observations. The
semi-structured interviews were designed to allow for open-ended responses while maintaining focus
on the research questions. The interview guide consisted of questions that explored participants'
experiences with the religious service programs, their understanding of religious teachings, and the
social and spiritual changes they had observed. Interviews were conducted in person, in a private
setting to ensure a comfortable and confidential environment for the participants to express their
thoughts and feelings freely.

Each interview lasted approximately 60 to 90 minutes, depending on the depth of responses.
Interviews were audio-recorded with the participants' consent, and notes were taken during the
sessions. In addition to interviews, participant observations were conducted during religious service
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activities such as communal prayers, sermons, and community gatherings. This allowed for a richer
understanding of the social dynamics and spiritual changes taking place within the community.

The interviews and observations were conducted at various locations within Mandailing
Natal, including local mosques, community centers, and participants' homes, in order to capture the
diversity of settings in which the religious services were provided.

Data Analysis

The data was analyzed using thematic analysis, a technique commonly used in
phenomenological research to identify patterns and themes within the data. The analysis process
began with transcribing the interviews verbatim and organizing the data into manageable chunks.
Through systematic reading and re-reading of the data themes were derived by following a structured
process: (1) initial open coding to identify key phrases and ideas, (2) grouping similar codes into
categories, and (3) synthesizing categories into overarching themes. These themes were validated
through iterative comparison and discussion among the research team.

Each theme was coded and categorized based on recurring ideas and patterns that emerged
from the interviews and observations. The analysis was iterative, with frequent revisiting of the data
to refine the themes and ensure that they accurately reflected the participants' lived experiences.
NVivo software was used to assist in managing and coding the data, though the focus remained on the
interpretative process of identifying essential themes.

The thematic analysis allowed for the extraction of the core meanings of participants'
experiences, focusing on their perceptions of the impact of religious service on their spiritual life,
social relationships, and understanding of religion. This approach helped illuminate the nuances of the
religious experience in a contemporary and rapidly changing social context, and the way these
experiences were lived and understood by individuals in Mandailing Natal.

Ethics

The study adhered to ethical guidelines ensuring the confidentiality, autonomy, and informed
consent of all participants. Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the relevant research
ethics committee, which reviewed and approved the research protocol. All participants provided
written informed consent prior to their involvement in the study, confirming that they understood the
purpose of the research, their rights, and the confidentiality measures in place. Participants were
assured that their identities would remain anonymous, and any identifying information would be kept
confidential throughout the research process.

Data collected during the study was securely stored and only accessible to authorized
personnel. All participants were informed that they had the right to withdraw from the study at any
time without consequence, and that their responses would not affect their participation in any related
programs or activities.

RESULTS
Religious Understanding and Acceptance

One of the prominent themes identified in the study is the participants' varying levels of
understanding and acceptance of religious teachings after engaging with the religious service
programs. Many participants expressed that their involvement in these programs allowed them to gain
a deeper understanding of Islamic principles, which had previously been passed down to them through
traditional means, such as mosque sermons. However, others felt that these teachings did not always
align with the realities of their modern lives.

For instance, one participant shared:

"Before this program, | only knew about religion from the regular mosque gatherings, but after
joining, I learned how to apply these teachings in my daily life.” (Participant A)
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This indicates that for some individuals, the religious service programs helped bridge the gap
between abstract religious teachings and their practical application. This shift was particularly
noticeable among younger generations, who were eager to understand how Islamic teachings could be
integrated into contemporary life.

However, not all participants were as receptive. Some older individuals, especially those more
accustomed to traditional religious practices, expressed concerns about the relevance of certain
modern interpretations of Islam. One participant remarked:

"I don't know if all the new teachings are in line with our traditions. It’s difficult to see how they
fit into our daily lives." (Participant C)

This suggests that while some individuals welcomed the programs, there were others who felt
that these modern interpretations of Islam might be at odds with their long-held beliefs and practices.

Social and Spiritual Transformation

A second key theme that emerged from the interviews and observations was the social and
spiritual transformation that participants experienced as a result of the religious service programs.
Many individuals reported that their participation in these programs had a profound impact on both
their relationship with others and their spiritual life.

Several participants highlighted the positive influence of the programs on their sense of
community and social responsibility. One participant shared:

"l used to be indifferent to my neighbors, but after joining the religious service program, | started
helping them more and became more focused during my prayers." (Participant B)

This statement reflects a shift toward greater social cohesion and individual spiritual growth.
The religious programs seemed to foster stronger bonds within the community, particularly through
shared religious activities, such as communal prayers and celebration of Islamic holidays.
Observations during the study also revealed that these activities contributed to a sense of unity and
collective well-being among the participants.

For example, during group prayers or religious ceremonies, participants frequently exchanged
personal stories of transformation, demonstrating the impact of these activities on their social
dynamics. It was evident that the religious service programs not only served to deepen individual
spiritual practices but also reinforced communal solidarity.

Challenges in Religious Service

The third theme that emerged from the study was the challenges faced by both the community
and the organizers in the implementation of religious service programs. Several participants,
particularly religious leaders and educators, pointed out that one of the key challenges was adapting
religious content to be both meaningful and accessible to the local population.

One participant noted:

"Sometimes, the messages don’t resonate because they feel too abstract or too distant from our
daily lives. It’s a challenge to make religion feel relevant to the younger generation." (Participant
D)

The difficulty in conveying religious messages that address the contemporary issues faced by
the community was repeatedly mentioned. Additionally, logistical and organizational challenges were
identified, such as the lack of sufficient resources and the need for better communication strategies to
engage the local population effectively. Some religious leaders also expressed frustration with the
perceived resistance from more traditional members of the community, who were reluctant to
embrace new forms of religious engagement.

Despite these challenges, many participants also acknowledged that the programs had begun
to make a noticeable difference in terms of community engagement and the deepening of religious
commitment. However, it was clear that a more tailored and contextually sensitive approach was
needed to overcome the barriers faced by the religious service initiatives.
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The findings of this study illustrate that the religious service programs in Mandailing Natal
have had a significant impact on participants' understanding of Islam and their social and spiritual
lives. While the programs have led to positive changes, such as increased social cohesion and a deeper
understanding of religious teachings, challenges remain in ensuring the relevance and accessibility of
these programs to different segments of the population. The data suggests that a more nuanced
approach that considers the cultural and generational differences within the community may be crucial
for the continued success of these religious service initiatives.

DISCUSSION

This study highlights the profound impact of religious service programs on the personal and
social lives of participants in Mandailing Natal, specifically in terms of their spiritual growth and
social behavior (Manetti dkk., 2020). The findings reveal that while participants appreciate the
teachings of these programs, the actual application of religious knowledge varies significantly, with
younger individuals often experiencing a more pronounced transformation (Mekonnen dkk., 2022).
This underscores the importance of understanding the lived experiences of participants, as their
engagement with religious teachings is deeply intertwined with their personal, social, and cultural
contexts.

The research contributes to answering the primary questions posed at the outset of this study,
particularly regarding the subjective experiences of individuals in religious service programs (Ozzano
& Fenoglio, 2022). While the results demonstrate a theoretical understanding of Islamic teachings, the
discussion extends these findings by exploring the real-world implications.For example, participants
noted that the programs provided deeper insights into the religious practices they already followed,
but they also expressed a need for more relevant guidance in dealing with contemporary challenges.
This variability in reception suggests that the success of religious service programs in promoting
spiritual and social change depends on how well these programs connect with the lived realities of
participants (Quang, 2022). Furthermore, the study highlights the challenge of communicating
religious teachings effectively to diverse age groups, as younger generations reported feeling more
connected to the programs than older participants, who often found the teachings less applicable to
their lives.

The findings of this study both align with and extend previous research on the role of
religious service programs in fostering social cohesion and personal transformation (Tater dkk.,
2023). For instance, previous studies (e.g., Patel, 2020; Johnson, 2017) have highlighted the
importance of community-based religious programs in promoting social bonding, yet they have often
overlooked the personal, subjective experiences of the participants involved. The results of this study
echo the work of Alfarisi (2018), who suggested that religious education is often more impactful
when it resonates with participants’ lived experiences, but it also extends this argument by revealing
the complex interplay between age, social context, and religious understanding. Additionally, the
study contributes to phenomenological research on religious experience (e.g., Smith, 2015), by
demonstrating that the transformative potential of religious programs lies not only in their content but
also in their ability to engage participants emotionally and spiritually. This supports the claim that
phenomenological approaches offer unique insights into the ways religious teachings are internalized
and applied within specific cultural and social contexts.

Implications of Findings

The findings of this study have significant implications for both the academic field and
practical applications in religious education (Vince, 2019). From a scholarly perspective, the research
reinforces the need for a phenomenological approach to understanding the personal, subjective
experiences of individuals in religious service programs. This approach offers a richer, more nuanced
understanding of how religious teachings are internalized and applied in daily life, especially in
contexts marked by cultural and social diversity. Practically, the study suggests that religious service
programs should be designed with greater attention to the diverse social and age-related needs of
participants. For instance, younger generations, as noted in this study, tend to experience more
profound changes, indicating that religious education efforts may need to be tailored to engage
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different demographic groups more effectively. Additionally, this research emphasizes the need for
program content to be responsive to contemporary challenges, rather than relying solely on traditional
teachings. These insights could help organizations refine their strategies for delivering religious
education and social service, potentially improving the impact of such programs on individuals'
spiritual and social well-being.

Limitations of the Study

While this study provides valuable insights into the experiences of religious service program
participants, it is not without limitations (Winkelman, 2021). One key limitation is the relatively small
sample size of participants, which may restrict the generalizability of the findings. The study focused
on a specific geographical area—Mandailing Natal—which has unique social, cultural, and religious
dynamics. Therefore, the findings may not be directly applicable to other regions with different
cultural or religious contexts. Furthermore, the use of phenomenology, while ideal for capturing the
depth of individual experiences, does not offer quantitative data that could be used to assess broader
trends or correlations. These methodological constraints highlight the need for further research
involving larger, more diverse samples and a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods to
provide a more comprehensive understanding of the phenomena studied.

Prospective Directions for Future Research

The findings of this study open several avenues for future research (Zhao, 2021). First, the
exploration of how religious service programs can be adapted to engage different age groups more
effectively warrants further investigation. Future studies could compare the impact of such programs
on younger and older participants across various cultural settings to identify best practices in religious
education. Additionally, the integration of quantitative methods could complement the
phenomenological approach, allowing for a more holistic understanding of the effects of religious
service programs. Another promising direction for research is the examination of the specific factors
that influence the way religious teachings are applied in participants' daily lives, such as
socioeconomic status, educational background, and familial influences. By expanding the scope of
this research, scholars can deepen our understanding of the interplay between personal, social, and
cultural factors in shaping religious experience and practice.

CONCLUSION

This study explored the subjective experiences of the Mandailing Natal community in
engaging with religious service programs, addressing the gap in understanding how such programs
impact individuals' spiritual and social lives. The findings reveal that these programs significantly
influence participants' understanding and application of religious teachings, with notable shifts in their
social behavior and spiritual practices. These results contribute to a deeper comprehension of how
religious education programs can be more effectively tailored to meet the diverse needs of different
community groups. By highlighting the transformative potential of such programs, the study fills a
gap in previous research, which often overlooked the personal experiences of participants. Future
research could expand on these findings by examining the long-term impact of these programs or
exploring how similar approaches can be adapted to other regions. Additionally, investigating the role
of socioeconomic factors and educational backgrounds in shaping participants' engagement with
religious service programs could offer more nuanced insights. Ultimately, this study paves the way
for further exploration into the intersection of religion, community, and social change.
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