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ABSTRACT

Thai converts to evangelical Christianity consider
themselves to have rejected an old religion or way of" Iife for a
new set of beliefs. Yet those beliefs intersect in intriguing
ways. Thai Christians and non-Christians both tend to believe in
the supernatural, to the extent of believing in the existence of
some of the same supernatural entities. But they differ in their
assessment of the moral nature of those entities and their
relations to humans. This article explores the contours and
intergections of the two sets of beliefs, and the way the
differences are played out in talk ebout the supernatural, and in

the practice of and responses to proselytizetion.

Introduction

In evangeli cal churches around the world, conversion is

presented symbolically as a movement from a =olled past to a

bright new future. "0ld things have passed away, wvehald all

things are becor= new," as the apostle Paul put it (2 Corinthians
t Thanks to David Howard, Ni na Kammerer, A. Thomas Kirsch,

Mike Montesano, and Rich Stegen for their comments and :

encouragement after reading'_earlier drafts of this paper.

Adoption, rejection, or ada;:&‘ion of suggestions from any of these

individuals is, of course," my own regponsibility, even though I

admt that the paper does not read quite the same as it would
have without their comments.
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5:17). At conversion an individual enters a world of newly
experienced realities, new motivétions and wvalues, and new
possibilities., He or she has become a new person, who, |leaving
behind the old man with its sinful désires, strives for new
goal s.

Yet despite this ®"leaving behind" of a past, this exchange
of "new Iive§ for old,"™ to use Margaret Meéd's weil—known-phras&
many converts remain at |east partial participants in their old
wo. 1d of meanings, activities, and social networks. The change
invelved in conversion, in other words, ie less than compl ete.

The convert remains a participant in the old world in at
|l east three ways. First, most converts continue participating in
the same activities. Unl ess those are activities of a type that
the church disapproves, they keep the same jobs, go to the same
school s, and play the same games as before. Second, +hey.remain

in the same social networks, have the same relatives and many of

the same friends, and usually have the same sense of obligations
towards others 1in their go~ial net work. Third, they retain some
of the beliefs and strategies of thought, argumentation, and

classification that ghey had held in common with others who did
not convert.

Al'l of these continui}ies set up potential tensions between
the {wo "worlds" inhabited by the convert. Wen an individua
converts in isolation from others in his or her social network =

and this is the typical situation of the convert both in
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Thailand and in North America == then those aspects of the
cultural and social webs that are shared can heighten the
tensions arising from those aspects of cultural wunderstanding
that are not shared.

In this paper, we explore some of the tensions and cross-

cutting conceptions of the super—atural that arise from a

conversion to Christianity in central Thailand today. Our

observations here stem from nearly four years of study and active

participation in a fast-growing Pentecostal church in Bangkok.

This is a church founded, funded, and admi ni stered by Thai
nationals entirely at their own initiative, and under policies
that the Thai | eaders set themselves. After noting the
expectations that this church has for its converts, we will
compare its views of the supernatural with those prevalent in the
religion of most Thai and Sino-Thai found in Bangkok. Finally

will briefly note some of the ways that this overlapping set of
shared yet contrasting beliefs is played out in differing action

strategies and in conflicts and misunderstandings between those

who have and have not become Christians.

Setting

First, l et us note the setting of our study. Protestant
mi ssionaries have actively proselytized 4in Thailand since the
early to md 19th ecentury. Their efforts have borne greatest

fruit in the northern part of the country, where around the turn

1
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of the twentieth century Presbyterian missionaries gained several

thousand converts among the Lao principalities centered on

Chiencmail that were then in the process of becoming integrated
into the central Thai state. These converts, together with
several hundved Protestants in south &nd central Thail and,
became the base of what is now the Church of Christ in Thailand.
In the first half of the twencieth century the Protestant
churches in Thailand experienced Ilittle growth, and at the
outbreak of World War Two the combined membership of all

Protestant denominations was still Jless than 10,000, with eighty

percent of these in the northern provinces. Only around 750
residents of Bangkok are thought to have been Protestants at the
time.

This picture changed after Wrld War Two, partly due to an
increase in the number of foreign missions active in the country,
and partly due to changes in the structure of Thal sc-iety
itsel f. Over the four decades from 1950 to 1990 the growth of the
Thai Protestant churches has been persistently higher than the
natur al rate of increase, and over the past two decades its
average annual growth rate ha been accelerating despite a
gradual drop in the national birth rate. From a combined
membership of under 10,000 in 1945, the Protestant community grew
to 15,500 in 1950, 24,500 in 1960, and 356,000 in 1970 (Smith
1982:265). At this point, the rate of increase began to

accel erate. By 1978, reported membership had nearly doublea,
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growing from 36,000 to 59,000. Preliminary figures éuggest that
from 1978 to 1988 membership i1increased nearly 150 percent,

growing from 59,000 to 147,000 (Clark 1989:2). If accurate, these
figures represent national church growth in the 1980s at an
average rate of increase of 8% per year.® This rate of increase
ranks the Thai Protestant churches with Protestant churches in

Kor ea, Latin America, and Singapore in terms of rate of growth.

Leadi ng sectars of Protestant church growth in the 1980s

appear to have been work among hill tribes such as the Akha, the
Kar en, and the Lahu in north and northwest Thail and. But growth

also appears nationwide, particularly 1n urban centers and in the
Nort heast. In Bangkok alone, reported average Sunday church

attendance doubled from 1984 to 1988, rising from 10,000 to

€ | should note, however, that | have yet to see the raw
data on which these data are based. A number of factors, if
present in quantity, could have led to overestimation of the :ate
of increase. For exampl e, some denominations that earlier
reported only full members may have redefined their membership
figures to include children and adherents. Ot her groups, such as
Hope of Bangkok, may have taken to feporting inflated membership
and attendance figures as a matter of habit. Furt her mor e, some

|l ocal econgregations are individual members of the Evangelical
Fellowship of Thailand (an interdenominational organization akin
to the National Association of Ewvange_.icals in the United

St ates), while also belonging to denomi..ations that are
themsel ves members of the EFT, and in those cases members are
likely to have been counted twice. }

Even so, the reports of accelerating growth cannot be
di scounted entirely. Rick Clark's recent figures seem to be in
line with the rates of increase reported as of 1986 by Christian
and Mi ssionary Alliance missionary George -Wood (1988), and they
would seem to be congruent with the recent proliferation of Bible
training institutes in Thailand, as well as 'with the generally

rising optimism among church and mission personnel of all
denominations.
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20,000, Church membership in Bangknok may already be as high as

40,000 (Clark 198%9). In that city, .growth appears to be occurring
across the board, in all kinds of Protestant churches. But it 1is
most noticable among independent or =emi-independent churches | ed
by strong local pastors or elders who are frequently Pentecost al
or charismatic in practice. In Bangkok in 1988 four of the seven
| argest congreg.tions were Pentecostal churches t*2% had been

devel oped within the previous eighteen years. The Hope of Bangkok
Church, ‘'where | focus this study, was the fastest-growing of all.

Founded in late 1981, it had already grown by mid-1988 to an

average attendance of 1200, and it claimed at that time a
membership in excess of 3000. In addition, by late 1989 it could
count some 50 satellite congregations of various types throughout

the country.

Consider the implications of these rates of growth. First,
at the time that we speak, most Thai Protestants are first
generation converts who have been Christians for Iless than ten

years. ¥ They were not socialized into Christian.tyin their
family, but they | earned it from the church | eaders, from their

friends, or through personal study. .And since manv of them have

2 .This 41e calculated by taking the 1978 aggregate Protestant
church membership, increasing the figure at a 2% compound annual
rate for ten years, subtracting the result from the 1988 figure,
and then comparing the result. By this method, Blightl){.p}{e{f hal f
of the Protestants in 1988 would be converts withinfcfeaf décade.
If there were a way of accounting for Protestants in 1978 who
later left the church, the percentage of 1988 Protestants who are
new converts would be slightly higher. '
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progressed rapidly to positions of |[|eadership, they have had

learn their Christianity quickly. Second, the denominational

to

mi X

of Thai Protestantism is changing. At the end of Wrld War Two,

some 90% of the Thali Protestant community was accounted for by

the Church of Christ in Thailand, and none of the Thai
Protestants were Pentecostals. By 1978 the CCT accounted for
bare majority, and Pentecostals and charismatics had become a

gignificant force. In 1990 the CCT accounts for as little as

a

30-

35V. of the Protestant community, while a quarter to a third of

all Thai Protestants may already consider themselves Pentecostals

or charismatiecs. Third, the socio-gecgraphic locus of the

Protestant community is changing. Forty years ago 80V. of the

community could be found among Thai Iliving in the six northern

provinces, and the Bangkok churches, al though politically

i mportant, were numerically 1insignificant. At present, however,

Bangkok churches account for a quarter of the Protestant

community, and an increasing proportion of Protestants can be

found outside the Northern region, especially in the Northeast.

The fourth implication follows from the first three. Because
the structural re-ordering of the Thai Protestant community,

in an increasingly small segment of the church can we expect

of
only

to

find a Thai Christian culture that has been worked and reworked

through generations of re-enculturation centered in the village

or the kinship network. I nstead, for many Thai Christians the

reinterpretation of tradition is an urgent, personal, echurch-
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directed process worked out on a somewhat ad-.hoc basis in
counseling groups, Sunday school s, small mid-week services, and
chance wmeetings among friends. It is a process that is worked out
whil e dealing with real problems and perceptions faced by
individuals who I|ive, both culturally and socially, in two worlds
at once. As a result, while the religious symbol s, practices, and
met aphors used by the Christians may be foreign in origin or

universal in formulation, yet the applications to which they are

put are .sometimes uniquely |ocal.

World View Change

As understood at Hope of Bangkok, conversion to Christianity

involves a total cognitive and experiential reorientation. The

new convert assents, at least in theory, to belief in such
concepts as God, Jesus Chri st, eternal 1ife, sin, salvation,
heaven, and hell. At least on the level of supernatural reality,
converts gre said to experience a new life, the indwelling of the
Holy Spirit, j oy, peace, answers to prayer, new perspectives on
their problems, new motivations for |iving, and a new fellowship
with God. Since this is a Pentecostal church, most converts can

‘expect to go on to experience a baptism of the Holy Spirit,

mar ked by the initial evidence of speaking in tongues and by the
experience of new. power for |iving and spiritual growth. Over

eighty percent of the people attending Hope of Bangkok on a given
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Sunday will <claim to have had such an experience.*

Conversion also involves taking up a distinctive set of

ritual and behavioral practices that the convert 1is expected to
observe faithfully. The Christian is expected to attend Sunday
worship and mid-week cell group meetings faithfully. At | east
when | was there, the church would prefer these weekly

observances to include a mimimum of two Sunday worship services,

Sunday School, a mid-week cell group meeting, and possibly a
prayer meeting. In addition, the convert should read the Bible
and pray on a daily basis. Converts are expected to engage in a

regul ar habit of worship and praise expressed in singing and

prayer both 4ndiuwidusally at home and collectively with other

Christians. Many converts typically engage in periods of fasting
and prayer, of lengths ranging from a single skipped meal to
several days at a time. None of these activities are seen as ends
in themselves, nor are they ways to "make merit" or gain favor

. I should note that this is not based on any scientific
survey of my own. I base it instead on the volume of response at
a Hope of Bangkok service when the pastor asked how many had ever
spoken in tongues. | consider their response credible, because
less than half responded affirmatively when he went on to ask how
many still pray in tongues on a regular basis. Al t hough some may
have been ineclined to reply positively in any event, on this

isgue most do not seem +0 have been making programmed responses.
T should note furthermore that most converts are strongly
encouraged to seek the baptism of the Spirit within a few weeks

of conversion {(sometimes on the very same day), and that most
individuals whom | have observed praying for this experience do
in fact speak in tongues on that very first attempt. Bo—the.

incidence of Holy Spirit baptism among Hope of .-Bangkok members

appears to be much higher than has been reported for some "other

Pentecost al denominations ¢ add references later), .07 gyt
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with God. I nst ead, they are seen as aids to ongoing persona
spiritual growth. Furthermore, through these practices the
individual |l earns cognitively about reality as the Christian

community understands it. Through attendance at services,

readi ng, and prayer, the individual | earns about God, | earns
(partly through demonstrated example) how a Christian should
live, and (it is thought) experiences through =ome spiritual
process the direct action of the Holy Spirit in the inner being
with such consequences as changing character for the better,
increasing faith and understanding, bringing victory over sin,

and increasing confidence and power to win others to Christ.

At Hope oi--Bangkok, as in many other Pentecostal and
holiness churches, conversion is thought on the theological level
to be an instantaneous event of spiritual regeneration that
occurs at the moment of belief, HNevertheless, spiritual growth
and perfection are matters that take a great deal of time, and
may never be completed in this Ilife. As senior pastor Xriengsak

Chareonwongsak tells the new converts every Sunday at the Hope of

Bangkok Church, "No one ever finishes university in a single day.
. . In the same wzy, the Christian life is a |earning process, "
he says. He tells the converts that CHristian growth and

understanding is a process that moves forward through regul ar
church attendance and Bible reading, as well as instruction from
Christian books, and from spiritual advisors in the church tget

precise quote from one of the tapesl.
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The substance of the cognitive belief taught at Hope of

Bangkok includes belief 1in God as evangelicale define him; belief

in a dichotomy between good and evil; belief in sin and salvation
as evangelicals define the concepts; and teachings on the nature
of faith, the marks of Christian growth, and the nature of
morality as wunderstood in the church's interpretation of the

rel evant scriptures.

Many of these points, such as the existernce of a God who
must be worshipped exclusively, the sinful nature of nan, and the
precise nature of salvation, differ gignificantly from the
beliefs of masc other Thai. On other matters, however, there are
some points cf-similarity. For example, both Christians and non-
Christians in Thailand are likely to believe f a the existence of

supernatural forces and beings that affect +the affairs of
humans. Both groups believe in the possibility of miracul ous
heal i ng. Most intriguing, both groups also believe in the
existence of supernatural forces associated with such specific
venerated 4images and shrines as auspicious trees, spirit houses,
char ms, amul et s, templ es, i mges of Hindu gods, and statues of
the Buddha. This particular attitude of Thai Christians is in
mar ked contrast to the kind of skepticism with which most 19th
century colonialists and missionaries from the United States and
Britain tended to treat local beliefs throughcut Southeast Asia.?®
3 See, for example, Daniel McGilvary's mutobiographical

account of his attempts to help individuals accused of witchcraft
in late 19th century northern Thailand (MeGilwvary 1912}, Although
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Part of the reason for the shift from official incredulity to
commonly-encountered belief is the recovery in North American

evangelicalism (which in many cases serves as a template for Thai

evangelicalism) of a more vivid belief in personifications of

evil (that is, demons), particularly from the early twentieth
century onwards, in precisely the same holiness and Pentecost al
churches that are most Ilikely to send |large numbers of

mi Ssionari es oQverseas, But for most North Americans, even
Pentecos.tal North Americans, demons are an amorphoﬁs concept,
easy to preach about, but hard to wisualize, and even harder to

take seriously as having to do with common everyday objects and

experiences. So we might conclude that this particular continuity
with traditional Thai belief is due to the ability of the Thai,
like other Asian Christian communities, to take relatively

amor phous beliefs borrowed from Western Christianity, and to
adapt them to the specific contours of the local <cultural

|l andscape.

McGilvary seems to have been considered effective in curing

individuals cf the. kind of spirit posFession that |eads to
witchcraft, and although he himself seemed fully aware of the
nuances of local beliefs, there is no clear evidence from his

book that he himself took the witchcraft accusations seriously,
or that he performed any activities that he considered exorcism.
Intriguingly, a colleague who has done fieldwork in one of the
first northern Thai villages to contain a Christian community
reports a folk memory that the early mispionaries associated with
McGil vary dic{__}::xu._fﬁa‘ct__.‘ casgt out spirits, although it is not clear
exactly how ‘He eHthis ¢‘Grahdm Fordham, personal communication).
| suspect this reflects a local interpretation that developed

very early in the Christian community.
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Supernatural Powers 4in Popular Thai Religion

Before we pursue this point further, l et us consider the
nature of popular belief in supernatural powers in Thailand.
Some schol ars of Southeast Asian Buddhism have tended to take a
rationalist,- non-supernaturalist viéw of the core of the Buédhist
religion. Wrking from certain readings of the Pali texts, these
scholars tended to suggest that Theravada Buddhi sm, unli ke
Christianity, avoi ded "superstition,®™ was essentially

*nhilo=sdphical®™ in outlook, and had nothing to do with the

supernatural . According to this view, Buddhi sts do not pray, they
do not worship ged=s, they do not predict the future, and, being
R . Pl R A ‘ t ion.

F.

Tt Wl caetviehios Lopeer i v e Yade s Me¥ b e d 1 sonainw bl he
calls "normative® or "nibbanic" Buddhism (1982:3ff), {he farang
Buddhi st monk Phra Khantipalo (1973), and classic introductory
readers by Henry Clarke Warren (1963) and Edwin Burtt (1955).
Since many |l ocal people could be found doing all these things
that seemed inconsistent with the scholars' selective reading of
the texts, much |local religious practice was attributed to local

misunderstandings or carruptiong of "pristine Buddhiem, "™ to the

persistence of "folk religilon,™ the interaction of the "little

tradition" with the concepts of the "great tradition,™ or to the

|historical devel opment of local "syncretiem. "¢

H € Succint reviews of the |iterature on the nature of Tha
feligious complexity may be found in Kirsch (1977)% and in Piker
1972 :212-214). Part of the reason for the attraction of this



ap

DRAFT: All rights reserved. Do not cite, gquote, copy, or 14
reproduce in any way without receiving written permission in
advance from the author.

More recent ethnography, particularly the three major works

on Thai religion by Stanley Tambiah (1970, 1976, 19843, nhas

~undermi ned this approach. Largely through the indirect example of
his method rather than by straightforward statement, _Tambiah has
revealed the traditional scholarly representation of "doctrinal

Bu~~hism®™ to be a scholarly re-presentation of an elite hegemonic

di scourse that by now has been persisting in Thailand for

several generations. The vision of a =o-called "pristine" or
’ T — — 1-..._.
"philoseophical”™ Buddhism appears to have been a creation of and |
. i
bwinjntellectual interaction with ¥
certain nineteenth century Western schol ars, It is a hegemonic b
- —

sion that devalues the religious practices of most Thai by

reclaésifying them as "not Buddhist"®" or sometimes even as "not
religion.” | I_ac‘k the space here to recount the ways this 1s
overtly done in official textbooks from elementary school
onvards, and its effect on many young Thai, raised in middle and
IIower class urban and rural families, who learn in school to

di sbelieve explicitly much +*hest they still feel emotively and

essentially atomistic approach to Thai Buddhism may be due to the

ease with which it could be made to dovetail with the long-
standing concept el aborated by Robert Redfield though (he
says) not invented by him — of a dialogueing opposition between
"great tradition® {(elite subcultures) and "little tradition"
(folk subcultures) in peasant societies (see Redfield 1956:41ff;
al so Obeyesekere 1963 and Swearer 1989). However, wher eas '

Redfield preserved a sense of an ongoing dialectic whereby the
two traditions (three traditions, in the Mayan case) influenced
each other over time by means of a variet__.y.,of processes, it is
not clear that this sense of living, dialectic has always been

preserved in the scholarship on Southeast Asian religion.
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Yimplicitly to be true.

Suffice it to say that by now there is plenty of evidence in
works by Tambiah (1970, 1976, 1984), Mulder (1985),

Terwiel (1979}, and others that most Thai who consider themselves

JBuddhi st ¢and who are so considered by the very elites who

fdevalue their practice as allegedly non-Buddhist) are far less

!.-ationalist, agnostic, or desupernaturalized in their approach to
life than elite discourse would have us believe 1= or =hould be
the case. For example most Thai are very familiar with the world
of =supernaturally charged charms and amul ets, whether or not they
are themselves users, *helievers, ™ or aficionados of the amul et
trade. .Most monks are also participants in popular religious
practice of one sort or another. In a typiecal mecnz=ztery, even in
Bangkok, one can not only- -obtain amulets, but also find

instruction in palm-reading, services in protective house-

bl essing rituals, e:orct=m, fortune-telling, and a variety of
other: dealings with supernatural powers. As for the claim that
Buddhi sts do not pray, many Thai -— even those from highly

educat ed, urban middle-class families == will readily admit to

JL‘a'«'ing made a vow to an image in exchange for a favor from the

su‘pernatural power associated with that i mage, or will admt to

having "prayed to the Buddha" in the same manner that a Christi.an
tould pray to God or to a sa.}-nf, in hopes of affecting immediate
Personal circumstances.

! Al'l of this is deplored, even ridiculed in official
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religious ecirecles, yet it is dimportant that we note these

practices if we are to understand the belief and practice of the

average Thai who might become a Christian. Not only Thai, but

Sino-Thai as well, are raised in a world filled with | andmarks
reminding them of the constant irruption of supernatural power
into mundane existence. Most perceive a certain continuity of
this-world with other-world, and they are aware of the potential

benefits and dangers entailed by that continuity.

T The popul ar cosmoleogical | andscape of the Thai or Sino-

i Thai religionist is not as dichotomized as that of the Christian.
Rat her than dividing the cosmos into a —tark polarity between the
1forces of good (ordered by God) and the forces of evil (led by
Sat an), the traditional Thai religionist sees a cosmos inhabited
jby a variety of personalities, characteristics, and forces whose
natures, however characterized, must necessarily be understood in
non-moralistic terms. The cosmos i- not a struggle between black
and white, good and evil. It is instead a universe popul ated with

bei ngs that are themselves constrained by the nature of
existence. Alternatively, it might be seen as a collection of
:' powers that are amoral. They are amoral in that they are

avail able to anyone who approaches them correctly (on this point
see Akin (1975:108-110) and Mul der (1985:21-33}) on vows to an

i mge, and Tambiah (1984) on the amoral nature of amulets). They

dare amoral also in the sense that their eseential natures may be

focused in terms of an __aim, mi ssion, or reason for being that
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himself to have been punished by thewada when his restaurant

individuals who speak against the religion, or who express ideas
1
] that might undermine belief, even a= they might aid the quests of
iother‘_-. who seek enlightment or moral betterment. In traditional
ireligious literature such as the Buddha's. birth stories, or in
!tha dynastic chronicles of Thai and Burmese Kkings, one frequently
finds the god Indra playing an active, positive role in times of
v
El stress. Tn more recent years, one of my informants considered
|
J

i

expl oded in flames just minutes after he had suggested, ever so
% timorously, that some monks might be less than pure, and that the
: Buddha might not have uttered himself every single word that is
{
]
J recorded in the Pali scriptures.

The supernatural forces thought by many Thai to be

associated with amulets and particular images are more "difficult

to characterize. Many Thai feel that the forces associated with

— et

.amul ets are capable of providing personal protection to those who

believe in their effectiveness, while the forces associated with

i mges are capable of granting requests in exchange for the offer

yof a ritual repayment that would "please them. Most Thai are

Jvague, even inconsistent, about how this happens in a
psmological sense, but most agree that, particularly 1in_ the case
of amulets, an individual must "believe®™ or "have faith [in]*

{both words are translations of m khwamchua) the power of the

tmulet or image in order for it to be effective.
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Comparison and Contragt with the Christian Wrld View

In the intere=sts of brevity, I have framed this presentation
in terms that will be relatively familiar to an English-speaking
audi ence. By using a relatively small set of English terms to

refer to the wide range of spirits and supernatural forces that
popul ate the Thai cosmos, I have been engaging in =~ very
ethnocentric, Western rationalistic form of discecurse (influenced
furthermore by explicitly Christian terminology?! for which |

suppose I should apologize., Had it been possible to frame the

presentation in Thai with parallel English translation and
annotation, I would have referred to the Christian god
throughout in consistently gender-neutral terms, thereby

undermining a sizable feminist critique of the supposed
relationship between Christian symbolism, sexi st language, and
sexual oppression. More i mportant, it would have been clear from

the difficulties of translation that the Thai and English

cognitive maps of, or at least linguistic taxonemies for, the
natural-supernatural continuum (er dichotomy, as the case may be)
are very different. The Thai | anguage has a multiplicity of words

and classifiers for the entities that the English |anguage | umps
together with the term "spirit."™ The ~ hai cosmos contains a
diversity of phi (spirits and ghosts) thewada {gods or divine
angel s, who sometimes act as guardian spirits) winyan (spirit
essences of individuals) cao thi {a kind of guardian spirit

associated with a particular place) cao pho (a kind of guardian
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gririt not necessarily specific to a plzze} pret (a generic

Buddhi st scriptural term for a particular class of ghosts, whi ch
in popular usage now appears to be classified as a kind of phi}),
and so forth. Many local ritual specialists can detail one or

more of these categories at much greater Ilength. 7 Although more

and more Thai have been learning to think about the supernatural

0]

in Wester:. terms, while still wusing Thai wo.odes, it 1
nevertheless useful to remember that the wunderlying assumptions

about the shape and nature of the supernztural world are not the

Eo S RE

same in Thai popular religion as they are in popular evangelical
i Christianity.
] There are, of course, some similarities between the two

worldviews, The Thai popular religionist 2nd the evangelical

Christian both entertain the por::i hi 11ty of some relationship
bet ween a spirit and a human being. Both see the spirit as an
Eindependent being that watches out for its own interests and that
intervenes in human affairs to reward or to punish, and to aid or

.oppose human action on grounds that seem zppropriate to the
spirit itself, whet her those grounds be tarritoriality,

i : ,
{4protection of one's chosen people, preservation of some moral

standard, or outright whimsy.® That intervention may take the
:?| ? For more detailed descriptions of some of these
Jcategories, see Tambiah (1970:312-326), Heinze (198%: }, and

1Phra Anuman (19u§).

i ® For evangelical Christians this characterization must be
,|"10<.:I:L:fied by the observation that angels are thought to be so
completely submissive to the will of God as to be al most
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form of a miracle, or it may come in the form of action that
appears f(to others) to be played out as a natural course of
events. For these reasons a convert to Christianity (particularly

§ to Pentecostaliem) from what | am |oosely terming "Thai popul ar

religion" would retain a world view that affirms the regular but

unpredictable irruption of the supernatural into daily existence.

But the differe=ncs= between Th3i Christians and .iron-

_i]_
I

Christians are also significant. First, where the Thai popul ar

| religionist sees a multiplicity of =zpirit= and forces driven by a

‘i multiplicity of aims and interests, most evangelicals see the
i

supernatural in dichotomous terms as a battleground ketween the
!forces of good and those of evil, the site of a struggle between
A.
“\ the army of God and the minions of Satan. Second, the evangeli cal

53 and the Thai religionist differ in their perceptions of the

j! relationcship cf supernatural beings to the moral order.
Evangelical Christianity posits Ged as the initiator and
su::tainer of both the moral order and the physical realm, He is a
cosm c | awgiver, sorto speak. Christians may di=zagrees as to

whet her God voluntarily <=ubmits to the order he has promul gated,

or whether God merely decrees that which is already nﬂéessarily

part of his nature. (Of course, the average evangelical is not
Yincapable of independent action. Their activity is so subordinate
to the command ©f an omni potent God as to make their existence

al most irrelevant. Nevertheless, they do retain some function in
the evangeli cal and Pentecost al cosmol ogy as messengers and
9uardl ans, most frequently appearing (or thought to be working)

in a rescuing, teaching, or protecting role.
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Iik-ely to think about questions of this kind any more than is the
average Thai religionist likely to wonder how a Buddha who is

officially believed to have ceased existing 2500 years ago is

able to answer his prayers today). Most evangelicals would agree,

however, that there is no order external to God himself, and no
| arger cosmos pre-existing and incerpcrating his creation. Many
Thai , on the other hand, would see spirits as beings moving

within a world that they have not created and which they can
never entirely control. Some, influenced by more literary forms
of Buddhi sm, mi ght wunderstand all =pirits to be ultimately
constrained by the rule of charma. Ctherz might =imply consider

the universe to be populated by =a variety of beings with

distinctive personalities who, although powerful, have specific
“limitations and weaknesses just as humans do. The moral order
dces not flow from any particular spirit, and no spirit is

entirely pure (although =cwme, such as certain thewada, come so
clese to the ideal that the distinction may as well be a moot
point as far as humans &are concerned), It foll ows, therefore,
that spirits cannot be neatly eclagsified into "good®™ and "evil"”
camps. They simply exist, to be dealt with according to one's
interests and abilities. A third difference is that a
multiplicity of spirits and sources of supernatural powers
indica*tes a multiplicity of sources of aid to people in need. I'n
Thai popular religion, people seeking healing, personal

protection, or business success might, depending on need Bnd
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personal preference, go to a temple, ha\;e Plecs=ding rites
performed, wear amul ets, make vows, see a fortuneteller, or avail
themsel ves of some of the other sources of aid that are easily
avail abl e. A person who asks a favor of the shrine at what used
to be the Erawan Hotel need never go to that same shrine ag=2%in,
any more than an American buying a new house would feel
constrained to ask a loan of the same person who had financed her
car the previous year, but the Christian feels herself
constrained to approach the same God time after time.

From the traditional Thai point of view, the evangeli cal

Christian 4idea of a Jealous God who alone may be worshipped and

who =a2lcne of alt—=supernatural forces is gocd, is an assertion
that is ludicrous, arrogant, and disrespectful (or that at |east
informs behavior that. ¢ b nleraretbod this wayd, From Lhe

christian point of view, the idea of a variety of spirits that
can be supplicated successively according to circumstance 1is
dangerous to the supplicator, for in the Christian view the
spirits themselves, except for God’'s angels, are necessarily evil
in nature.

The worl dviews therefore intersect while being opposed.
Each religionist can and often does recognize the existence of

the spirits believed in by the ather, while holding different

Jopinions about those spirits. Few Thai will deny outright the

possibility of a God as the Christian describes him, but few

dWould see that as sufficient reason for becoming a Christian as
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evangeliczls define the term Similarly, few Thz2i Christians in
the churches | studied would deny the existence of traditionazlly
believed spirits, but few would have anything to do with them
Therefore, upon conversion the Thai is not asked to give up
his former beliefs in supernatural forces. He is asked instead to

break off any ties with them He is taught furthermore to view
them no |l onger as potential benefactors, bu* instead zz
perwanent, dhonygcerous oppanents, over which he €an gain victory

and safety only through wutter and helpless dependence on God

himself.®

Beliefa in the Other World. and Actions in the Material World

The- two sets of beliefs rega:rding the =upernaturial can |ead
to different =trategie= for religious action in this world.
Consi der , for exampl e, the context of a Pentecostal di vine
healing crusade. In Thailand these crusades are capabl e of

drawing crowds numbering in the hundreds ar.d in the thousands,

. It should be noted that many evangelicals would avoid
having anything to do with Buddhist and Hindu i mages on the
grounds that traditional ritual constitutes idolatry. This is in
{fact preached by Thai Christians as wel | . However, the point | am

maki ng here applies to a broader range of phenomena than the
prohi bition against having =and honoring what Thai Christians call
rup khaorop (a prohibition that many North American Christians

observe in only piecemeal fashion, in any event). This section's
fdiscussion focuses not on the image itself, but on the spiritual'
force thought %o be associated with that i mage. As a consequence,
the reclasgification of the visual image is do largely to the

¥ay the image (or other |andmark or symbol of spiritual force) 1ie
treated in popular religion, and with the reasonslwhy it is

henored in that fashion..



L1}

DRAFT: All rights reserved. DD not cite, quote, copy, or 25

reproduce in any way without receiving written permission in
!advance from the author. :

§especially when actual healings are reportcd by those who have
4

attended. The more successful healing evangelists often report

conversions at their crusades numbering in the hundreds. The

evangeli=ts are not Ilying. I have observed some of these

responses mycelf. Host people who go forward to accept Christ

Dot b e

"_jgive every indicaticn of being sincere and of underctanding what

4
they are doing. Many of them report having been heal ed, and they

2 more than paegpaned 4000 A - » AR

sy e, LA ETRTRVIP N 1 R e b Ty b braet

b charch. For s:ome, the apparent conves 0 on may Yoo mer idet b

the excitement of the moment or to 2 decire to be polite to the

| vangel i st. On the other hand, the inability of evangelists to

hannel most of their cenvert=z intc churches may also be due to
4

tiffering assumpticnes about what is going on. Wien a crusade

1

fvangelist issues =2n invitation for people to become Christians,
le works from an exclusivi=t framework that assumes that becoming

thristian means unbecoming whatever one was before. This is a

$ind of commit ment whose full implications (including the

sfangelist’s expectations about what must and must not change in

e convert's belief and practice) =re necessarily unknown to
al |isteners who have not engaged in conziderable previous

udy of Christian I|literature or observation of practicing

‘iztian=. Thus, when the evangelist and the convert speak of

fnings i ntersect tindeed, are expressed in precisely identical
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Evidence of that | ack of coincidence can be found not only
in the meaning of becoming Christian, but also in the conflicting
interpretations of the implications of divine healing. According
to the evangelist, mi racul ous healing demonstrates the power of
God. Most Thai readily agree with this, and they might agree

v furthermore that a recipient of divine healing owes a debt of
gratitude to the Christian BGod.!® But to suggest, as many

. evangel ists do, that divine healing not only demonctrates the
power of God but also verifies the exclusive truth-claims of

) Christianity 12 to assume wore than the audience is ready to
[
i accept, for supernztural_healirng in itself poses no challenge to
the traditional belief system.
i So at the healing crusade a drama is played out in which the
)
I evangelist and the "conwvert" express verbally what sounds I|ike a
common understanding of what is going on, while bringing
different assumptions to that verbal expressicn. In a sense they

; have common understandings, but different understandings of the

! understandings. The result is large crusades, many converts, but
few individuals who become full members of the Christian
£ community.

genmne converts, the individuals who sooner or later come to
1% For anal ogous gituations involving vows or debts of

gratitude to Thai {non-Christian) spirits, see Akin (1975a,

- But what of the people that Christian | eaders consider
) ;19‘75b} and Mulder (1985).
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shar e, however temporarily, the Christians' views on the
{ supernatural, on morality, and on the self? These individucols
éoften find themselves in conflict with their non-Christian peers
i
over the interpretation of ritual action, a conflict that 1is
intensified by the intersection of worldwviews. |If the Christian
rejected all previous beliefs, including the belief in loca
., Spirits, then compromise in response to social pressures from
5 the Thai religionists with whom he still has intimate contacts
’ mi ght be. easy. But because he believes that*t those spirits not
éonly exist but also are dangerous, he =tandsz firm 4a refusing to

practice traditional 7ritual.,*?' This firm refusal heightens the

—

' conflict with family, =choaolteachers, friends, and ot her
e authority figures, who can then transform ritual practice into a
+ test of whether one is or is not to remain a Christian. Bef ore

I conversion the convert may already have been perfunctory or
Yarkadaisir.al jn oooahe wreving ccitual poae-t Loce, but after convers:ivan
ritual often becomes: 4 major bhaltleground 'witween social

., Intimates. And both sides' actions are motivated in part by their

views of the effect of those rituals on their relations to the

supernatural . Christians in most of the Thai churches | visited
avold_ d giving alms to monks, refused to pay respects to images,
avoided nwrit-makina activities, and in geheral avoi ded active
L I suspect that for many converts an 1injuncticen against
"idolatry® in itself would be sufficient to bring non-
participation in popular ritual. But the exclusivist argument of

gingdoms in conflict gives the injunction extra force for "mome.
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participaticen in. any ceremonies thought to invoke or pay respects

t2 non-Christian supernatural powers in any way. Conversely.
fami |lies desiring all their members to participate in
traditional ceremoni al -=- ceremonials that are wusually performed
to gain some benefit in this Ilife or the next may often

iner--se pressure on Christian converts to engage in the
traditional ceremonial activities.

Christian converts attending organized small group meetings
often raise these issues in the form of requests for counseling.
How does oane avcid participation in religious ece=remcrnizal without
seeming to reject the family, ask some of them How does one cope
when parents pressure one to become a monk or to offer daily alms
to monle? What is the proper role of a Christian at a traditional

Thai or Chinese funeral held 1in honor of a member of the family?

Why do Christians refuse to honor images of eminent histcrical
figu~e=, like the Suddha?
These are ecericu=s gue=ticn= for many converts, fcr the

intersection of conflicting worldviews has made ritual non-
participation one of the key distinguiching public marks of
Christian comm tment and belief. As a consequence, religious
ceremoni es become prime cpportunities to test a convert's
allegience. Those conflicts are never easy to negotiate, and

most would prefer to avoid them whenever possible. But because of
the differing interpretaticns from which the conflicts =pring,

the price of peace for the convert may be the revision of one's

- -
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helie=f=, or the outright abandoning of the convert’s new faith.

Al t hough not every convert faces this kind of social pressure,

i

far some the decision to convert brings months and years of

I TR

skirmi shing with the ones they |l ove most. For these the free r‘"’-""'"‘“r

LTS

decision to adhere to the Prince of Peace brings, inN a —e=fsa, a

| oss of perso--1 peace.

RESA PN CTPT Y - LS. LEU

Postgcript

While going through one of the early sections of this paper,

one reader noted that | had forgotten to nmte that Th=z2i Buddhists
converting to Christianity move, at least in theory, from a
Ibelief in multiple lives to a belief in @a single life in which to
, work out one's salvation, and that this should have some

j

iimportant psychol ogi cal , moti vational, and ideol ogical effects.

{

| I 3gree that if the religion of neatly consistent dogmas were the
} o . :

“religion of the people, then this would be an important point,
and it is worth inveztigating in other contexts. However, church
personnel at Hope of Bangkok, whose zealous proselytizaticn

efforts probably give them a better handle on this than most
anyone else, report that very few potential <converts with whom
tt* »y talk raise the questior of karma and multiple rebirthe. This
onuld be consistent with the many educated Thai informants who

told me that for them talk of chat na (the next life} was nothing

Imore than a figure of speech. For many urban Thai, traditional

doctrines such as these are the sort of thing that, if believed,
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115 assented to in a perfunctcry manner, arnd it is hardly

?{ surprising that a range of Buddhist teachers and sects as diverse

% as Phra Phothiralk and Buddhadaga, Thammakai and Huppha Sawan are
i

all able to find followers ready to accept their particular
3 interpretations. Doctrines such as karma and rebirth are part of

a brcad range of belief en which many Thai young people are

feeling, 2= one respected monk put it, "half and half" -- they
: hal f disbelieve, and half aren't sure {(Phra Thepwethl, g2r=zcnz1
*interview, April 1988),

8

] Neverthelesc, this partial abandonment of the traditional
g" worl d view, particularly among the educated cl asses, does not
neceossarily result in a Webesian demystifying Iwordchcice?l of

the world.!® Wwhat remains in the dedegmatized and partially
.deceremonialized world of muny Bangkelr rezidentz -- a werld ir.
which there is not ®"lesgs religion" but rather a more
"internalized®™ religion, as a Bangkok professor put it — is a
precccupatior with thcocge aspects of religious belief and practice
that are most relevant to the vicissitudes of daily existence.
And although many young Thai may feel just as "half and half"®

about spirit beliefs and supernatural forces as they do about

beliefs in multiple rebirths, the former are a class of belief
{whose general availability and manipulabillity make them more
41 mmedi ately relevant to daily mundane existence, so that

'®* Recent research among Bangkok intesllertuals by Louis
Golomb supports this point very well. Similar evidence can of
course be found among most cl asses.

e
|
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thoroughgoing disbelief is harder to manage than 1n the care of
past and future lives, if disbelief is even desired.
These considesrations may explain in part why it is that the

indigenizing of Christianity in Bangkok of the 198B0= does not

show the kind of epatio-temporal continuities found, for e:xample,

_ in Mayan Christian syncretism ‘-se Briclter 1981, Gossen 1979,
Watanabe 1990), or among Central Sulawegi Prcoteston to {Aragon
1990), or why it is that we do not see any obvious tendencies to
{ dress up traditional deities in Christian names (compare Gossen
1979, Wol f 19858). The focugs of Thailand's indigenized

Christianity has to do instead with those aspects of religion

that centinue to be relevant to persistent concerns in a rapidly

: changing world -- namely those aspects that have to do with
; personal fortune and misfortune, with health and mental well -
being, and with the possibilities ard dangers implied by the

+ exnlstence of supernatural fercees.'? Further elaboration of these

issues, together with their interrelaticonc with recent social -
cstrucl ariel changee:in Thoi 1 and, arobest handloedi o anabher
i
ccntext, but | thought %*he point worth raising here.
‘- »
fa oalle]  toncCriand theireeprescion in middle - lats Awmerica,
12 CAdddea—refresnoe Lo . Maguire otname?3-book--on

Supernatural-healing-inNev-—Jensey suburbsai. fee Mo (puirc(77€?),
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