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A B S T R A C T 

T h a i c o n v e r t s t o e v a n g e l i c a l C h r i s t i a n i t y c o n s i d e r 

t h e m s e l v e s to h a v e r e j e c t e d an old r e l i g i o n or way of" l i f e for a 

new set o f b e l i e f s . Yet t h o s e b e l i e f s i n t e r s e c t i n i n t r i g u i n g 

ways. T h a i C h r i s t i a n s and n o n - C h r i s t i a n s both tend t o b e l i e v e i n 

the s u p e r n a t u r a l , to t h e extent of b e l i e v i n g in t h e e x i s t e n c e of 

s o m e o f t h e s a m e s u p e r n a t u r a l e n t i t i e s . But t h e y d i f f e r i n t h e i r 

a s s e s s m e n t o f t h e m o r a l n a t u r e o f t h o s e e n t i t i e s and t h e i r 

r e l a t i o n s t o h u m a n s . T h i s a r t i c l e e x p l o r e s t h e c o n t o u r s and 

i n t e r s e c t i o n s o f the t w o s e t s o f b e l i e f s , and t h e way t h e 

d i f f e r e n c e s a r e p l a y e d out in t a l k e b o u t t h e s u p e r n a t u r a l , and in 

the p r a c t i c e o f and r e s p o n s e s t o p r o s e l y t l z a t i o n . 

I n t r o d u c t i o n 

I n e v a n g e l i c a l c h u r c h e s a r o u n d t h e world, c o n v e r s i o n i s 

p r e s e n t e d s y m b o l i c a l l y as a m o v e m e n t f r o m a s o i l e d p a s t to a 

bright n e w f u t u r e . "Old t h i n g s h a v e p a s s e d away, b e h o l d all 

t h i n g s a r e b e c o r ? n e w , " a s the a p o s t l e P a u l put i t ( 2 C o r i n t h i a n s 

1 T h a n k s to D a v i d Howard, N i n a K a m m e r e r , A. T h o m a s K i r s c h , 

Mike M o n t e s a n o , and Rich S t e g e n f o r t h e i r c o m m e n t s a n d 

e n c o u r a g e m e n t a f t e r r e a d i n g ^ e a r l i e r d r a f t s o f t h i s p a p e r . 

A d o p t i o n , r e j e c t i o n , o r a d a p t i o n o f s u g g e s t i o n s f r o m any o f t h e s e 

i n d i v i d u a l s is, of course," my o w n r e s p o n s i b i l i t y , e v e n t h o u g h I 

admit t h a t t h e p a p e r d o e s not r e a d q u i t e t h e s a m e a s i t w o u l d 

have w i t h o u t t h e i r c o m m e n t s . 



5 : 1 7 ) . At c o n v e r s i o n an i n d i v i d u a l e n t e r s a world of n e w l y 

e x p e r i e n c e d r e a l i t i e s , new m o t i v a t i o n s and v a l u e s , and new 

p o s s i b i l i t i e s . He or s h e h a s b e c o m e a new person, who, l e a v i n g 

b e h i n d t h e o l d man with i t s s i n f u l d e s i r e s , s t r i v e s f o r new 

g o a l s . 

Yet d e s p i t e t h i s " l e a v i n g b e h i n d " of a past, t h i s e x c h a n g e 

o f "new l i v e s for old," t o use M a r g a r e t M e a d ' s w e l l - k n o w n p h r a s e , 

m a n y c o n v e r t s r e m a i n a t l e a s t p a r t i a l p a r t i c i p a n t s i n t h e i r o l d 

w o : I d o f m e a n i n g s , a c t i v i t i e s , and s o c i a l n e t w o r k s . T h e c h a n g e 

I n v o l v e d i n c o n v e r s i o n , i n o t h e r w o r d s , i s less t h a n c o m p l e t e . 

T h e c o n v e r t r e m a i n s a p a r t i c i p a n t in the old w o r l d in at 

l e a s t t h r e e w a y s . First, most c o n v e r t s c o n t i n u e p a r t i c i p a t i n g i n 

t h e s a m e a c t i v i t i e s . U n l e s s t h o s e a r e a c t i v i t i e s of a t y p e t h a t 

t h e c h u r c h d i s a p p r o v e s , t h e y k e e p t h e s a m e jobs, g o t o t h e s a m e 

s c h o o l s , and p l a y t h e s a m e g a m e s as b e f o r e . Second, +"hey r e m a i n 

i n t h e s a m e s o c i a l n e t w o r k s , h a v e t h e s a m e r e l a t i v e s a n d m a n y o f 

t h e s a m e f r i e n d s , and u s u a l l y h a v e t h e s a m e s e n s e o f o b l i g a t i o n s 

t o w a r d s o t h e r s in t h e i r s o c i a l n e t w o r k . Third, t h e y r e t a i n s o m e 

o f t h e b e l i e f s and s t r a t e g i e s o f t h o u g h t , a r g u m e n t a t i o n , and 

c l a s s i f i c a t i o n t h a t t h e y had held i n c o m m o n with o t h e r s w h o d i d 

not c o n v e r t . 

All o f t h e s e c o n t i n u i t i e s set u p p o t e n t i a l t e n s i o n s b e t w e e n 

t h e two " w o r l d s " i n h a b i t e d b y t h e c o n v e r t . When a n i n d i v i d u a l 

c o n v e r t s in i s o l a t i o n from o t h e r s in h i s or her s o c i a l n e t w o r k --

and t h i s i s t h e t y p i c a l s i t u a t i o n o f t h e c o n v e r t b o t h i n 



T h a i l a n d and In N o r t h America -- then t h o s e a s p e c t s of t h e 

c u l t u r a l and s o c i a l w e b s that are s h a r e d can h e i g h t e n the 

t e n s i o n s a r i s i n g f r o m t h o s e a s p e c t s o f c u l t u r a l u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

that are not s h a r e d . 

I n t h i s p a p e r , w e e x p l o r e s o m e o f t h e t e n s i o n s and c r o s s -

c u t t i n g c o n c e p t i o n s of the s u p e r n a t u r a l t h a t a r i s e f r o m a 

c o n v e r s i o n to C h r i s t i a n i t y in central T h a i l a n d t o d a y . Our 

o b s e r v a t i o n s h e r e stem from nearly f o u r y e a r s o f s t u d y and a c t i v e 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n in a f a s t - g r o w i n g P e n t e c o s t a l c h u r c h in Bangkok. 

T h i s is a c h u r c h f o u n d e d , funded, and a d m i n i s t e r e d by Thai 

n a t i o n a l s e n t i r e l y a t t h e i r own i n i t i a t i v e , a n d u n d e r p o l i c i e s 

that t h e T h a i l e a d e r s set themselves. A f t e r n o t i n g t h e 

e x p e c t a t i o n s t h a t t h i s c h u r c h has for i t s c o n v e r t s , w e will 

c o m p a r e its v i e w s o f t h e s u p e r n a t u r a l w i t h t h o s e p r e v a l e n t i n t h e 

r e l i g i o n of most T h a i and S i n o - T h a i f o u n d in B a n g k o k . Finally, we 

will b r i e f l y n o t e s o m e of the ways that t h i s o v e r l a p p i n g set of 

s h a r e d yet c o n t r a s t i n g b e l i e f s is p l a y e d out in d i f f e r i n g a c t i o n 

s t r a t e g i e s and i n c o n f l i c t s and m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g s b e t w e e n t h o s e 

w h o h a v e and h a v e not b e c o m e C h r i s t i a n s . 

S e t t i n g 

First, let u s n o t e t h e setting o f o u r s t u d y . P r o t e s t a n t 

m i s s i o n a r i e s h a v e a c t i v e l y p r o s e l y t i z e d in T h a i l a n d s i n c e t h e 

early t o mid 19th c e n t u r y . Their e f f o r t s h a v e b o r n e g r e a t e s t 

fruit i n t h e n o r t h e r n p a r t o f the c o u n t r y , w h e r e a r o u n d t h e t u r n 



o f the t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y P r e s b y t e r i a n m i s s i o n a r i e s g a i n e d s e v e r a l 

t h o u s a n d c o n v e r t s a m o n g t h e L a o p r i n c i p a l i t i e s c e n t e r e d o n 

I 

i ChiengTnai t h a t w e r e t h e n in t h e p r o c e s s of b e c o m i n g i n t e g r a t e d 

into t h e c e n t r a l T h a i state. T h e s e c o n v e r t s , t o g e t h e r with 

s e v e r a l h u n d r e d P r o t e s t a n t s i n s o u t h end c e n t r a l T h a i l a n d , 

b e c a m e t h e b a s e o f w h a t i s now t h e C h u r c h o f C h r i s t i n T h a i l a n d . 

I n t h e f i r s t h a l f o f t h e t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y t h e P r o t e s t a n t 

c h u r c h e s in T h a i l a n d e x p e r i e n c e d l i t t l e g r o w t h , and at the 

o u t b r e a k o f W o r l d W a r T w o the c o m b i n e d m e m b e r s h i p o f all 

P r o t e s t a n t d e n o m i n a t i o n s was s t i l l l e s s than 10,000, with e i g h t y 
\ 

v 

percent o f t h e s e i n t h e n o r t h e r n p r o v i n c e s . O n l y a r o u n d 7 5 0 

r e s i d e n t s o f B a n g k o k a r e t h o u g h t t o h a v e b e e n P r o t e s t a n t s a t t h e 

time. 

j T h i s p i c t u r e c h a n g e d a f t e r W o r l d War Two, p a r t l y d u e to an 

i n c r e a s e i n t h e n u m b e r o f f o r e i g n m i s s i o n s a c t i v e i n t h e c o u n t r y , 

and p a r t l y d u e t o c h a n g e s i n t h e s t r u c t u r e o f T h a i s c ~ i e t y 

itself. O v e r t h e f o u r d e c a d e s f r o m 1 9 5 0 t o 1 9 9 0 t h e g r o w t h o f t h e 

T h a i P r o t e s t a n t c h u r c h e s h a s b e e n p e r s i s t e n t l y h i g h e r than t h e 

n a t u r a l r a t e o f i n c r e a s e , and o v e r t h e p a s t two d e c a d e s its 

a v e r a g e a n n u a l g r o w t h r a t e ha b e e n a c c e l e r a t i n g d e s p i t e a 

g r a d u a l d r o p in t h e n a t i o n a l b i r t h r a t e . F r o m a c o m b i n e d 

m e m b e r s h i p o f u n d e r 1 0 , 0 0 0 i n 1945, t h e P r o t e s t a n t c o m m u n i t y g r e w 

to 1 5 , 5 0 0 in 1950, 2 4 , 5 0 0 in 1 9 6 0 , and 3 6 , 0 0 0 in 1 9 7 0 (Smith 

1 9 8 2 : 2 6 5 ) . A t t h i s p o i n t , the r a t e o f I n c r e a s e b e g a n t o 

a c c e l e r a t e . B y 1 9 7 8 , r e p o r t e d m e m b e r s h i p had n e a r l y d o u b l e d . 



growing f r o m 3 6 , 0 0 0 t o 5 9 , 0 0 0 . P r e l i m i n a r y f i g u r e s s u g g e s t t h a t 

from 1978 t o 1 9 8 8 m e m b e r s h i p i n c r e a s e d n e a r l y 1 5 0 p e r c e n t , 

growing f r o m 5 y , 0 0 0 t o 1 4 7 , 0 0 0 (Clark 1 9 8 9 : 2 ) . I f a c c u r a t e , t h e s e 

f i g u r e s r e p r e s e n t n a t i o n a l c h u r c h g r o w t h in t h e 1 9 8 0 s at an 

a v e r a g e r a t e o f i n c r e a s e o f 8X per y e a r . " T h i s r a t e o f i n c r e a s e 

r a n k s the T h a i P r o t e s t a n t c h u r c h e s w i t h P r o t e s t a n t c h u r c h e s in 

Korea, L a t i n A m e r i c a , and S i n g a p o r e in t e r m s of r a t e of g r o w t h . 

L e a d i n g sec-tors of P r o t e s t a n t c h u r c h g r o w t h in t h e 1 9 8 0 s 

appear t o h a v e b e e n work among hill t r i b e s s u c h a s the Akha, t h e 

Karen, and t h e L a h u in north and n o r t h w e s t T h a i l a n d . But g r o w t h 

also a p p e a r s n a t i o n w i d e , p a r t i c u l a r l y In u r b a n c e n t e r s and i n t h e 

Northeast. I n B a n g k o k alone, r e p o r t e d a v e r a g e S u n d a y c h u r c h 

a t t e n d a n c e d o u b l e d from 1984 to 1988, r i s i n g from 1 0 , 0 0 0 to 

* I s h o u l d note, however, that I h a v e yet to s e e t h e raw 

d a t a on w h i c h t h e s e data a r e based. A n u m b e r of f a c t o r s , if 

present in q u a n t i t y , could have led to o v e r e s t i m a t i o n of t h e i-ate 

o f i n c r e a s e . For e x a m p l e , s o m e d e n o m i n a t i o n s that e a r l i e r 

reported o n l y f u l l m e m b e r s may h a v e r e d e f i n e d t h e i r m e m b e r s h i p 

f i g u r e s t o i n c l u d e c h i l d r e n and a d h e r e n t s . O t h e r g r o u p s , s u c h a s 

H o p e o f B a n g k o k , may h a v e t a k e n t o r e p o r t i n g i n f l a t e d m e m b e r s h i p 

and a t t e n d a n c e f i g u r e s as a m a t t e r of h a b i t . F u r t h e r m o r e , s o m e 

local c o n g r e g a t i o n s a r e i n d i v i d u a l m e m b e r s o f t h e E v a n g e l i c a l 

F e l l o w s h i p o f T h a i l a n d (an i n t e r d e n o m i n a t i o n a l o r g a n i z a t i o n a k i n 

t o the N a t i o n a l A s s o c i a t i o n o f E v a n g e l i c a l s i n t h e U n i t e d 

S t a t e s ) , w h i l e a l s o b e l o n g i n g t o d e n o m i . i a t i o n s t h a t a r e 

t h e m s e l v e s m e m b e r s o f t h e EFT, and i n t h o s e c a s e s m e m b e r s a r e 

likely t o h a v e b e e n c o u n t e d t w i c e . 

Even so, t h e r e p o r t s o f a c c e l e r a t i n g g r o w t h c a n n o t b e 

d i s c o u n t e d e n t i r e l y . R i c k C l a r k ' s r e c e n t f i g u r e s s e e m t o b e i n 

l i n e with t h e r a t e s o f i n c r e a s e r e p o r t e d a s o f 1 9 8 6 b y C h r i s t i a n 

and M i s s i o n a r y A l l i a n c e m i s s i o n a r y G e o r g e W o o d ( 1 9 8 8 ) , and t h e y 

would seem t o b e c o n g r u e n t with t h e r e c e n t p r o l i f e r a t i o n o f B i b l e 

t r a i n i n g i n s t i t u t e s in T h a i l a n d , a s w e l l a s w i t h t h e g e n e r a l l y 

rising o p t i m i s m a m o n g c h u r c h and m i s s i o n p e r s o n n e l o f a l l 

d e n o m i n a t i o n s . 



D R A F T : All r i g h t s r e s e r v e d . Do not c i t e , q u o t e , copy, or £ 

r e p r o d u c e i n any w a y w i t h o u t r e c e i v i n g w r i t t e n p e r m i s s i o n i n 

a d v a n c e from t h e a u t h o r . 

2 0 , 0 0 0 . C h u r c h m e m b e r s h i p in B a n g k o k may a l r e a d y be as high as 

4 0 , 0 0 0 (Clark 1 9 8 9 ) . I n that city, g r o w t h a p p e a r s t o b e o c c u r r i n g 

a c r o s s the board, in all k i n d s of P r o t e s t a n t c h u r c h e s . But it is 

most n o t i c a b l e a m o n g i n d e p e n d e n t o r s e m i - i n d e p e n d e n t c h u r c h e s led 

b y s t r o n g l o c a l p a s t o r s o r e l d e r s w h o a r e f r e q u e n t l y P e n t e c o s t a l 

or c h a r i s m a t i c in p r a c t i c e . In B a n g k o k in 1 9 8 8 four of the s e v e n 

largest c o n g r e g a t i o n s w e r e P e n t e c o s t a l c h u r c h e s t v a t had b e e n 

d e v e l o p e d w i t h i n t h e p r e v i o u s e i g h t e e n y e a r s . T h e H o p e o f B a n g k o k 

Church, w h e r e I f o c u s t h i s study, w a s t h e f a s t e s t - g r o w i n g of a l l . 

Founded in l a t e 1 9 8 1 , it had a l r e a d y g r o w n by m i d - 1 9 8 8 to an 

a v e r a g e a t t e n d a n c e of 1200, and it c l a i m e d at t h a t time a 

m e m b e r s h i p in e x c e s s of 3000. In a d d i t i o n , by l a t e 1989 it c o u l d 

count s o m e 5 0 s a t e l l i t e c o n g r e g a t i o n s o f v a r i o u s t y p e s t h r o u g h o u t 

the c o u n t r y . 

C o n s i d e r t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f t h e s e r a t e s o f growth. First, 

at the t i m e t h a t we speak, most T h a i P r o t e s t a n t s a r e first 

g e n e r a t i o n c o n v e r t s w h o h a v e been C h r i s t i a n s f o r l e s s than ten 

years. 1 T h e y w e r e not s o c i a l i z e d i n t o C h r i s t i a n - t y in their 

family, but t h e y l e a r n e d it from t h e c h u r c h l e a d e r s , from t h e i r 

friends, o r t h r o u g h p e r s o n a l s t u d y . A n d s i n c e manv o f them h a v e 

1 T h i s ie c a l c u l a t e d by t a k i n g t h e 1 9 7 8 a g g r e g a t e P r o t e s t a n t 

church m e m b e r s h i p , i n c r e a s i n g t h e f i g u r e at a 2.V. c o m p o u n d a n n u a l 

rate for ten y e a r s , s u b t r a c t i n g t h e r e s u l t f r o m t h e 1988 f i g u r e , 

and then c o m p a r i n g t h e r e s u l t . B y t h i s m e t h o d . B l i g h t l y _ o y e r h a l f 

of the P r o t e s t a n t s in 1 9 8 8 w o u l d be c o n v e r t s w i t h i n fcfeaf ciecade. 

If t h e r e w e r e a w a y of a c c o u n t i n g f o r P r o t e s t a n t s in 1978 w h o 

later left t h e c h u r c h , t h e p e r c e n t a g e o f 1 9 8 8 P r o t e s t a n t s w h o a r e 

new c o n v e r t s w o u l d b e s l i g h t l y h i g h e r . 



p r o g r e s s e d r a p i d l y t o p o s i t i o n s o f l e a d e r s h i p , t h e y h a v e had t o 

learn t h e i r C h r i s t i a n i t y q u i c k l y . Second, the d e n o m i n a t i o n a l mix 

of T h a i P r o t e s t a n t i s m is c h a n g i n g . At t h e end of W o r l d War Two, 

some 3 0 V . o f the T h a i P r o t e s t a n t c o m m u n i t y was a c c o u n t e d for b y 

the C h u r c h of C h r i s t in T h a i l a n d , and none of the T h a i 

P r o t e s t a n t s w e r e P e n t e c o s t a l s . By 1978 the CCT a c c o u n t e d for a 

bare m a j o r i t y , and P e n t e c o s t a l s and c h a r i s m a t i c s had b e c o m e a 

s i g n i f i c a n t f o r c e . In .1990 the C C T a c c o u n t s for as l i t t l e as 3 0 -

3 5 V . of t h e P r o t e s t a n t c o m m u n i t y , w h i l e a q u a r t e r to a t h i r d of 

all T h a i P r o t e s t a n t s may a l r e a d y c o n s i d e r t h e m s e l v e s P e n t e c o s t a l s 

o r c h a r i s m a t i c s . Third, t h e s o c i o - g e o g r a p h i c l o c u s o f the 

P r o t e s t a n t c o m m u n i t y i s c h a n g i n g . Forty y e a r s a g o 8 0 V . o f t h e 

c o m m u n i t y c o u l d b e f o u n d a m o n g T h a i living i n t h e six n o r t h e r n 

p r o v i n c e s , and the B a n g k o k c h u r c h e s , a l t h o u g h p o l i t i c a l l y 

i m p o r t a n t , w e r e n u m e r i c a l l y i n s i g n i f i c a n t . A t p r e s e n t , h o w e v e r , 

B a n g k o k c h u r c h e s a c c o u n t for a q u a r t e r of the P r o t e s t a n t 

c o m m u n i t y , and an i n c r e a s i n g p r o p o r t i o n of P r o t e s t a n t s can be 

f o u n d o u t s i d e t h e N o r t h e r n region, e s p e c i a l l y i n t h e N o r t h e a s t . 

T h e f o u r t h i m p l i c a t i o n f o l l o w s from t h e first t h r e e . B e c a u s e o f 

t h e s t r u c t u r a l r e - o r d e r i n g o f t h e T h a i P r o t e s t a n t c o m m u n i t > , o n l y 

in an i n c r e a s i n g l y s m a l l s e g m e n t of the c h u r c h can we e x p e c t to 

find a T h a i C h r i s t i a n c u l t u r e t h a t has been w o r k e d and r e w o r k e d 

t h r o u g h g e n e r a t i o n s o f r e - e n c u l t u r a t i o n c e n t e r e d i n t h e v i l l a g e 

o r t h e k i n s h i p n e t w o r k . Instead, for many T h a i C h r i s t i a n s t h e 

r e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t r a d i t i o n i s a n urgent, p e r s o n a l , c h u r c h -



d i r e c t e d p r o c e s s w o r k e d out on a s o m e w h a t a d - h o c b a s i s in 

c o u n s e l i n g g r o u p s , S u n d a y s c h o o l s , s m a l l m i d - w e e k s e r v i c e s , and 

c h a n c e m e e t i n g s a m o n g f r i e n d s . It is a p r o c e s s t h a t is worked out 

w h i l e dealing w i t h r e a l p r o b l e m s and p e r c e p t i o n s f a c e d b y 

i n d i v i d u a l s who live, b o t h c u l t u r a l l y and s o c i a l l y , in two w o r l d s 

at once. As a r e s u l t , w h i l e t h e r e l i g i o u s s y m b o l s , p r a c t i c e s , and 

m e t a p h o r s used by t h e C h r i s t i a n s may be f o r e i g n in o r i g i n or 

u n i v e r s a l in f o r m u l a t i o n , yet t h e a p p l i c a t i o n s to w h i c h they a r e 

put are .sometimes u n i q u e l y l o c a l . 

W o r l d View C h a n g e 

A s u n d e r s t o o d a t H o p e o f B a n g k o k , c o n v e r s i o n t o C h r i s t i a n i t y 

i n v o l v e s a t o t a l c o g n i t i v e and e x p e r i e n t i a l r e o r i e n t a t i o n . The 

new convert a s s e n t s , at l e a s t in theory, to b e l i e f in such 

c o n c e p t s as God, J e s u s C h r i s t , e t e r n a l life, sin, s a l v a t i o n , 

h e a v e n , and h e l l . At l e a s t on t h e l e v e l of s u p e r n a t u r a l reality, 

c o n v e r t s are said to e x p e r i e n c e a new life, t h e i n d w e l l i n g of t h e 

Holy Spirit, joy, p e a c e , a n s w e r s to p r a y e r , new p e r s p e c t i v e s on 

t h e i r problems, new m o t i v a t i o n s for living, and a new f e l l o w s h i p 

with God. S i n c e t h i s is a P e n t e c o s t a l c h u r c h , m o s t c o n v e r t s can 

e x p e c t to go on to e x p e r i e n c e a b a p t i s m of t h e H o l y S p i r i t , 

m a r k e d by t h e i n i t i a l e v i d e n c e of s p e a k i n g in t o n g u e s and by the 

e x p e r i e n c e o f n e w . p o w e r f o r l i v i n g and s p i r i t u a l g r o w t h . Over 

e i g h t y percent of t h e p e o p l e a t t e n d i n g H o p e of B a n g k o k on a g i v e n 



S u n d a y w i l l c l a i m to h a v e had s u c h an e x p e r i e n c e . * 

C o n v e r s i o n also i n v o l v e s t a k i n g up a d i s t i n c t i v e set of 

r i t u a l and b e h a v i o r a l p r a c t i c e s t h a t t h e c o n v e r t i s e x p e c t e d t o 

o b s e r v e f a i t h f u l l y . T h e C h r i s t i a n i s e x p e c t e d t o a t t e n d S u n d a y 

w o r s h i p and m i d - w e e k c e l l g r o u p m e e t i n g s f a i t h f u l l y . A t l e a s t 

when I w a s t h e r e , the c h u r c h w o u l d p r e f e r t h e s e w e e k l y 

o b s e r v a n c e s to i n c l u d e a' m i m i m u m of t w o S u n d a y w o r s h i p s e r v i c e s , 

S u n d a y S c h o o l , a m i d - w e e k c e l l g r o u p m e e t i n g , and p o s s i b l y a 

p r a y e r m e e t i n g . In a d d i t i o n , t h e c o n v e r t s h o u l d read t h e B i b l e 

and p r a y on a daily b a s i s . C o n v e r t s a r e e x p e c t e d to e n g a g e in a 

r e g u l a r h a b i t o f w o r s h i p and p r a i s e e x p r e s s e d i n s i n g i n g and 

p r a y e r b o t h i n d i v i d u a l l y a t h o m e and c o l l e c t i v e l y with o t h e r 

C h r i s t i a n s . M a n y c o n v e r t s t y p i c a l l y e n g a g e i n p e r i o d s o f f a s t i n g 

and p r a y e r , of l e n g t h s r a n g i n g from a s i n g l e s k i p p e d m e a l to 

s e v e r a l d a y s at a time. N o n e of t h e s e a c t i v i t i e s a r e s e e n as e n d s 

i n t h e m s e l v e s , nor a r e t h e y w a y s t o " m a k e m e r i t " o r g a i n f a v o r 

* I s h o u l d n o t e t h a t t h i s is not b a s e d on any s c i e n t i f i c 

s u r v e y of my own. I b a s e it i n s t e a d on t h e v o l u m e of r e s p o n s e at 

a H o p e of B a n g k o k s e r v i c e w h e n t h e p a s t o r a s k e d how m a n y had e v e r 

s p o k e n in t o n g u e s . I c o n s i d e r t h e i r r e s p o n s e c r e d i b l e , b e c a u s e 

l e s s t h a n h a l f r e s p o n d e d a f f i r m a t i v e l y w h e n h e went o n t o a s k h o w 

many s t i l l p r a y in t o n g u e s on a r e g u l a r b a s i s . A l t h o u g h s o m e may 

h a v e b e e n i n c l i n e d to r e p l y p o s i t i v e l y in any event, on t h i s 

i s s u e m o s t d o not seem + o h a v e b e e n m a k i n g p r o g r a m m e d r e s p o n s e s . 

T s h o u l d n o t e f u r t h e r m o r e t h a t m o s t c o n v e r t s a r e s t r o n g l y 

e n c o u r a g e d to s e e k the b a p t i s m of t h e S p i r i t w i t h i n a f e w w e e k s 

o f c o n v e r s i o n ( s o m e t i m e s o n t h e v e r y s a m e d a y ) , and t h a t m o s t 

i n d i v i d u a l s w h o m I Iiave o b s e r v e d p r a y i n g for t h i s e x p e r i e n c e do 

in f a c t s p e a k in t o n g u e s on t h a t v e r y f i r s t attempt. Go—the. 

i n c i d e n c e o f H o l y S p i r i t b a p t i s m a m o n g H o p e o f -Bangkok m e m b e r s 

a p p e a r s t o b e much h i g h e r t h a n h a s b e e n r e p o r t e d f o r s o m e "other 

P e n t e c o s t a l d e n o m i n a t i o n s < add r e f e r e n c e s l a t e r ) , '" '-z^y'*7-~> 



with God. I n s t e a d , they are s e e n as a i d s to o n g o i n g p e r s o n a l 

s p i r i t u a l g r o w t h . F u r t h e r m o r e , t h r o u g h t h e s e p r a c t i c e s t h e 

i n d i v i d u a l l e a r n s c o g n i t i v e l y a b o u t r e a l i t y a s t h e C h r i s t i a n 

c o m m u n i t y u n d e r s t a n d s it. T h r o u g h a t t e n d a n c e a t s e r v i c e s , 

reading, and p r a y e r , the i n d i v i d u a l l e a r n s a b o u t God, l e a r n s 

(partly t h r o u g h d e m o n s t r a t e d e x a m p l e ) how a C h r i s t i a n s h o u l d 

live, and (it is t h o u g h t ) e x p e r i e n c e s t h r o u g h ^ o m e s p i r i t u a l 

p r o c e s s t h e d i r e c t action o f t h e H o l y S p i r i t i n the inner b e i n g 

with s u c h c o n s e q u e n c e s a s c h a n g i n g c h a r a c t e r for the better, 

i n c r e a s i n g f a i t h and u n d e r s t a n d i n g , b r i n g i n g v i c t o r y over sin, 

and i n c r e a s i n g c o n f i d e n c e and p o w e r t o win o t h e r s t o C h r i s t . 

At H o p e o f — B a n g k o k , as in m a n y o t h e r P e n t e c o s t a l and 

h o l i n e s s c h u r c h e s , c o n v e r s i o n i s t h o u g h t o n t h e t h e o l o g i c a l l e v e l 

to be an i n s t a n t a n e o u s e v e n t of s p i r i t u a l r e g e n e r a t i o n that 

o c c u r s a t t h e m o m e n t o f b e l i e f . N e v e r t h e l e s s , s p i r i t u a l g r o w t h 

and p e r f e c t i o n a r e m a t t e r s t h a t t a k e a g r e a t d e a l of time, and 

may n e v e r b e c o m p l e t e d i n t h i s l i f e . A s s e n i o r p a s t o r K r i e n g s a k 

C h a r e o n w o n g s a k t e l l s t h e new c o n v e r t s e v e r y S u n d a y a t t h e H o p e o f 

B a n g k o k C h u r c h , "No o n e e v e r f i n i s h e s u n i v e r s i t y in a s i n g l e day. 

. . In t h e s a m e wcy, the C h r i s t i a n l i f e is a l e a r n i n g p r o c e s s , " 

h e s a y s . H e t e l l s t h e c o n v e r t s t h a t C H r i s t i a n g r o w t h and 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g is a p r o c e s s t h a t m o v e s f o r w a r d t h r o u g h r e g u l a r 

church a t t e n d a n c e and B i b l e r e a d i n g , a s w e l l a s i n s t r u c t i o n f r o m 

C h r i s t i a n b o o k s , and from s p i r i t u a l a d v i s o r s i n t h e c h u r c h tget 

p r e c i s e q u o t e f r o m o n e o f t h e t a p e s ] . 



T h e s u b s t a n c e of t h e c o g n i t i v e b e l i e f to'jght at Hope of 

B a n g k o k i n c l u d e s b e l i e f in God a s e v a n g e l i c a l s d e f i n e him; b e l i e f 

in a d i c h o t o m y b e t w e e n good and e v i l ; b e l i e f in sin and s a l v a t i o n 

a s e v a n g e l i c a l s d e f i n e t h e c o n c e p t s ; and t e a c h i n g s o n t h e n a t u r e 

of f a i t h , the m a r k s of C h r i s t i a n g r o w t h , and '.he n a t u r e of 

m o r a l i t y a s u n d e r s t o o d i n the c h u r c h ' s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t h e 

r e l e v a n t s c r i p t u r e s . 

M a n y of t h e s e p o i n t s , such as t h e e x i s t e n c e of a God w h o 

must b e w o r s h i p p e d e x c l u s i v e l y , t h e s i n f u l n a t u r e o f nan, and t h e 

p r e c i s e n a t u r e o f s a l v a t i o n , d i f f e r significa-^tly from t h e 

b e l i e f s o f m o sL o t h e r T h a i . O n o t h e r m a t t e r s , h o w e v e r , t h e r e a r e 

some p o i n t s o f — s-i-mi-l-a-rity. For e x a m p l e , b o t h C h r i s t i a n s and n o n -

C h r i s t i a n s in T h a i l a n d are likely to b e l i e v e 1 .*•> the e x i s t e n c e of 

s u p e r n a t u r a l f o r c e s and b e i n g s t h a t a f f e c t the- a f f a i r s of 

h u m a n s . B o t h g r o u p s b e l i e v e i n the p o s s i b i l i t y o f m i r a c u l o u s 

h e a l i n g . M o s t i n t r i g u i n g , both g r o u p s a l s o b e l i e v e i n the 

e x i s t e n c e o f s u p e r n a t u r a l f o r c e s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h s u c h s p e c i f i c 

v e n e r a t e d I m a g e s and s h r i n e s a s a u s p i c i o u s t r e e s , s p i r i t h o u s e s , 

c h a r m s , a m u l e t s , t e m p l e s , i m a g e s o f H i n d u g o d s , and s t a t u e s o f 

t h e B u d d h a . T h i s p a r t i c u l a r a t t i t u d e o f T h a i C h r i s t i a n s i s i n 

m a r k e d c o n t r a s t t o t h e kind o f s k e p t i c i s m w i t h w h i c h m o s t 19th 

c e n t u r y c o l o n i a l i s t s and m i s s i o n a r i e s f r o m t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s and 

B r i t a i n t e n d e d t o t r e a t local b e l i e f s t h r o u g h o u t S o u t h e a s t A s i a . 5 

3 S e e , f o r e x a m p l e , D a n i e l M c G i l v a r y ' s a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l 

a c c o u n t o f h i s a t t e m p t s t o h e l p i n d i v i d u a l s a c c u s e d o f w i t c h c r a f t 

i n l a t e 1 9 t h c e n t u r y n o r t h e r n T h a i l a n d ( M c G i l v a r y 1 9 1 2 ) . A l t h o u g h 



D R A F T : A l l r i g h t s r e s e r v e d . D o n o t cite, q u o t e , copy, o r 1 2 

r e p r o d u c e i n any vay w i t h o u t r e c e i v i n g w r i t t e n p e r m i s s i o n i n 

a d v a n c e f r o m t h e a u t h o r . 

Part o f the reason f o r t h e s h i f t from o f f i c i a l i n c r e d u l i t y t o 

c o m m o n l y - e n c o u n t e r e d b e l i e f i s t h e r e c o v e r y i n N o r t h A m e r i c a n 

e v a n g e l i c a l i s m (which in m a n y c a s e s s e r v e s as a t e m p l a t e for T h a i 

e v a n g e l i c a l i s m ) of a m o r e v i v i d b e l i e f in p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n s of 

evil (that is, d e m o n s ) , p a r t i c u l a r l y from t h e e a r l y t w e n t i e t h 

c e n t u r y o n w a r d s , i n p r e c i s e l y t h e s a m e h o l i n e s s and P e n t e c o s t a l 

c h u r c h e s that are m o s t l i k e l y t o send l a r g e n u m b e r s of 

m i s s i o n a r i e s o v e r s e a s . But f o r most North A m e r i c a n s , e v e n 

P e n t e c o s t a l North A m e r i c a n s , d e m o n s are a n a m o r p h o u s c o n c e p t , 

e a s y to p r e a c h about, but h a r d to v i s u a l i z e , and e v e n h a r d e r to 

take s e r i o u s l y a s h a v i n g t o d o w i t h common e v e r y d a y o b j e c t s and 

e x p e r i e n c e s . S o w e m i g h t c o n c l u d e that t h i s p a r t i c u l a r c o n t i n u i t y 

with t r a d i t i o n a l T h a i b e l i e f i s d u e t o the a b i l i t y o f t h e Thai, 

like o t h e r Asian C h r i s t i a n c o m m u n i t i e s , t o t a k e r e l a t i v e l y 

a m o r p h o u s b e l i e f s b o r r o w e d f r o m W e s t e r n C h r i s t i a n i t y , and t o 

a d a p t t h e m t o t h e s p e c i f i c c o n t o u r s o f the l o c a l c u l t u r a l 

l a n d s c a p e . 

M c G i l v a r y s e e m s t o h a v e b e e n c o n s i d e r e d e f f e c t i v e i n c u r i n g 

i n d i v i d u a l s cf the k i n d of s p i r i t posF«?ssion t h a t l e a d s to 

w i t c h c r a f t , and a l t h o u g h h e h i m s e l f seemed f u l l y a w a r e o f t h e 

n u a n c e s o f l o c a l b e l i e f s , t h e r e i s n o clear e v i d e n c e from his 

b o o k t h a t h e h i m s e l f t o o k t h e w i t c h c r a f t a c c u s a t i o n s s e r i o u s l y , 

or that he p e r f o r m e d any a c t i v i t i e s that he c o n s i d e r e d e x o r c i s m . 

I n t r i g u i n g l y , a c o l l e a g u e w h o h a s d o n e f i e l d w o r k in o n e of t h e , 

first n o r t h e r n Thai v i l l a g e s to c o n t a i n a C h r i s t i a n c o m m u n i t y 

r e p o r t s a f o l k m e m o r y t h a t t h e e a r l y m i s s i o n a r i e s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 

M c G i l v a r y did. î n fact .cast, out s p i r i t s , a l t h o u g h it is not c l e a r 

e x a c t l y how he ^ ^ h l s - V G r ^ n am Fordham, p e r s o n a l c o m m u n i c a t i o n ) . 

I susjj^ct t h i s r e f l e c t s a l o c a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n t h a t d e v e l o p e d 

very e a r l y i n t h e C h r i s t i a n c o m m u n i t y . 



D R A F T : A l l r i g h t s r e s e r v e d . Do not cite, q u o t e , copy, or 1 

r e p r o d u c e i n any way w i t h o u t r e c e i v i n g w r i t t e n p e r m i s s i o n i n 

a d v a n c e from t h e a u t h o r . 

S u p e r n a t u r a l P o w e r s in P o p u l a r T h a i R e l i g i o n 

B e f o r e w e p u r s u e t h i s p o i n t f u r t h e r , let u s c o n s i d e r the 

n a t u r e o f p o p u l a r b e l i e f i n s u p e r n a t u r a l p o w e r s i n T h a i l a n d . 

S o m e s c h o l a r s of S o u t h e a s t A s i a n B u d d h i s m h a v e t e n d e d to t a k e a 

r a t i o n a l i s t , n o n - s u p e r n a t u r a l i s t view o f t h e c o r e o f t h e B u d d h i s 

r e l i g i o n . W o r k i n g f r o m c e r t a i n r e a d i n g s o f t h e P a l i t e x t s , t h e s e 

s c h o l a r s t e n d e d t o s u g g e s t that T h e r a v a d a B u d d h i s m , u n l i k e 

C h r i s t i a n i t y , a v o i d e d " s u p e r s t i t i o n , " w a s e s s e n t i a l l y 

" p h i l o s o p h i c a l " in o u t l o o k , and had n o t h i n g to do w i t h t h e 

s u p e r n a t u r a l . A c c o r d i n g t o t h i s view, B u d d h i s t s d o not pray, t h e 

d o not w o r s h i p gc-ds, t h e y d o not p r e d i c t the- f u t u r e , and, b e i n g 

' • , ' ' » I...-J- • » i . I •• ' . I" i o n . 
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c a l l s " n o r m a t i v e * o r " n i b b a n i c " B u d d h i s m ( 1 9 B 2 : 3 f f ) , t h e f a r a n o 

B u d d h i s t m o n k Phra K h a n t i p a l o ( 1 9 7 3 ) , and c l a s s i c i n t r o d u c t o r y 

r e a d e r s b y H e n r y C l a r k e W a r r e n (1963) and E d w i n B u r t t ( 1 9 5 5 ) . 

S i n c e many l o c a l p e o p l e c o u l d b e found d o i n g all t h e s e t h i n g s 

that s e e m e d i n c o n s i s t e n t w i t h t h e s c h o l a r s ' s e l e c t i v e r e a d i n g o f 

t h e t e x t s , much local r e l i g i o u s p r a c t i c e was a t t r i b u t e d t o l o c a l 

m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g s o r c o r r u p t i o n s o f " p r i s t i n e B u d d h i s m , " t o t h e 

p e r s i s t e n c e o f "folk r e l i g i o n , " t h e i n t e r a c t i o n o f t h e " l i t t l e 

t r a d i t i o n " with t h e c o n c e p t s o f t h e "great t r a d i t i o n , " o r t o t h e 

[historical d e v e l o p m e n t o f l o c a l " s y n c r e t i s m . " ' 

|i ' S u c c i n t r e v i e w s of t h e l i t e r a t u r e on t h e n a t u r e of T h a i 

Ijeligious c o m p l e x i t y may be f o u n d in K i r s c h ( 1 9 7 7 ) and in P i k e r 

I<1972 : 2 1 2 - 2 1 4 >. Part of t h e r e a s o n for t h e a t t r a c t i o n of t h i s 
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r e p r o d u c e in any way w i t h o u t r e c e i v i n g w r i t t e n p e r m i s s i o n in 

advance from t h e a u t h o r . 

M o r e recent e t h n o g r a p h y , p a r t i c u l a r l y the t h r e e m a j o r w o r k s 

on T h a i r e l i g i o n by S t a n l e y T a m b i a h (1S70, 1976, 1 9 8 4 ) , h a s 

u n d e r m i n e d t h i s a p p r o a c h . L a r g e l y t h r o u g h t h e i n d i r e c t e x a m p l e o f 

his m e t h o d r a t h e r t h a n b y s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d s t a t e m e n t , T a m b i a h h a s 

revealed the t r a d i t i o n a l s c h o l a r l y r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f " d o c t r i n a l 

Bu^-'hism" to be a s c h o l a r l y r e - p r e s e n t a t i o n of an e l i t e h e g e m o n i c 

d i s c o u r s e that by now h a s b e e n p e r s i s t i n g in T h a i l a n d for 

s e v e r a l g e n e r a t i o n s . T h e v i s i o n of a s o - c a l l e d " p r i s t i n e " or 

' p h i l o s o p h i c a l " B u d d h i s m a p p e a r s t o h a v e b e e n a c r e a t i o n o f and 

by an e d u c a t e d l o c a l •< t <=> in i n t e l l e c t u a l i n t e r a c t i o n w i t h 

c e r t a i n n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y W e s t o r n s c h o l a r s , It is a h e g e m o n i c 

v i s i o n that d e v a l u e s t h e r e l i g i o u s p r a c t i c e s o f m o s t T h a i b y 

r e c l a s s i f y i n g them as "not B u d d h i s t " or s o m e t i m e s e v e n as "not 

r e l i g i o n . " I lack t h e s p a c e h e r e to r e c o u n t the w a y s t h i s is 

o v e r t l y d o n e i n o f f i c i a l t e x t b o o k s f r o m e l e m e n t a r y s c h o o l 

o n w a r d s , and i t s e f f e c t on m a n y y o u n g T h a i , r a i s e d in m i d d l e and 

lower c l a s s u r b a n and r u r a l f a m i l i e s , w h o learn in s c h o o l to 

d i s b e l i e v e e x p l i c i t l y m u c h th?>t t h e y s t i l l feel e m o t i v e l y and 

e s s e n t i a l l y a t o m i s t i c a p p r o a c h t o T h a i B u d d h i s m m a y b e d u e t o t h e 

ease w i t h w h i c h i t c o u l d b e m a d e t o d o v e t a i l w i t h t h e l o n g 

s t a n d i n g concept e l a b o r a t e d b y R o b e r t R e d f i e l d t h o u g h (he 

s a y s ) not i n v e n t e d by h i m — of a d i a l o g u e i n g o p p o s i t i o n b e t w e e n 

"great t r a d i t i o n " ( e l i t e s u b c u l t u r e s ) and " l i t t l e t r a d i t i o n " 

(folk s u b c u l t u r e s ) i n p e a s a n t s o c i e t i e s (see R e d f i e l d 1 9 5 6 : 4 1 f f ; 

also O b e y e s e k e r e 1 9 6 3 and S w e a r e r 1 9 8 9 ) . H o w e v e r , w h e r e a s 

R e d f i e l d p r e s e r v e d a s e n s e of an o n g o i n g d i a l e c t i c w h e r e b y the 

two t r a d i t i o n s (three t r a d i t i o n s , i n t h e Mayan c a s e ) i n f l u e n c e d 

each o t h e r o v e r t i m e by m e a n s of a v a r i e t y . o f p r o c e s s e s , it is 

not c l e a r that t h i s s e n s e o f living, d i a l e c t i c h a s a l w a y s been 

p r e s e r v e d i n t h e s c h o l a r s h i p o n S o u t h e a s t Asian r e l i g i o n . 
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r e p r o d u c e in any way w i t h o u t r e c e i v i n g w r i t t e n p e r m i s s i o n in 

edvence f r o m t h e a u t h o r . 

i m p l i c i t l y to be true. 

S u f f i c e it to say that by now t h e r e is p l e n t y of e v i d e n c e in 

works b y T a m b i a h (1970, 1976, 1 9 8 4 ) , M u l d e r ( 1 9 8 5 ) , 

T e r w i e l ( 1 9 7 9 ) , and o t h e r s that m o s t T h a i w h o c o n s i d e r t h e m s e l v e s 

Buddhist (and w h o are so c o n s i d e r e d by t h e v e r y e l i t e s w h o 

d e v a l u e t h e i r p r a c t i c e a s a l l e g e d l y n o n - B u d d h i s t ) are far l e s s 

^.-ationalist, a g n o s t i c , or d e s u p e r n a t u r a l i s e d in t h e i r a p p r o a c h to 

life t h a n e l i t e d i s c o u r s e would h a v e u s b e l i e v e is o r s h o u l d b e 

the c a s e . F o r e x a m p l e most T h a i a r e v e r y f a m i l i a r with t h e w o r l d 

of s u p e r n a t u r a l l y c h a r g e d c h a r m s and a m u l e t s , w h e t h e r or not t h e y 

are t h e m s e l v e s u s e r s , " b e l i e v e r s , " o r a f i c i o n a d o s o f the a m u l e t 

trade. M o s t m o n k s are also p a r t i c i p a n t s i n p o p u l a r r e l i g i o u s 

p r a c t i c e of o n e sort or a n o t h e r . In a t y p i c a l mcn^-tery, e v e n in 

B a n g k o k , o n e can not only o b t a i n a m u l e t s , b u t a l s o find 

i n s t r u c t i o n in p a l m - r e a d i n g , s e r v i c e s i n p r o t e c t i v e h o u s e -

b l e s s i n g r i t u a l s , e::orc-t =m, f o r t u n e - t e l l i n g , and a v a r i e t y of 

o t h e r d e a l i n g s with s u p e r n a t u r a l p o w e r s . A s f o r t h e claim that 

B u d d h i s t s do not pray, many T h a i -- e v e n t h o s e from highly 

e d u c a t e d , u r b a n m i d d l e - c l a s s f a m i l i e s -- w i l l r e a d i l y admit t o 

k a v i n g m a d e a vow to an image in e x c h a n g e f o r a f a v o r from t h e 

s u p e r n a t u r a l p o w e r a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h a t i m a g e , or will admit to 

having " p r a y e d to the B u d d h a " in t h e s a m e m a n n e r t h a t a C h r i s t i a n 

»ou.ld p r a y to G o d or to a saint, in h o p e s of a f f e c t i n g i m m e d i a t e 

Personal c i r c u m s t a n c e s . 

All o f t h i s i s d e p l o r e d , e v e n r i d i c u l e d i n o f f i c i a l 



r e l i g i o u s circles, yet it is i m p o r t a n t that we n o t e t h e s e 

p r a c t i c e s if we are to u n d e r s t a n d t h e b e l i e f and p r a c t i c e of t h e 

a v e r a g e Thai who might b e c o m e a C h r i s t i a n . Not o n l y Thai, but 

S i n o - T h a i as well, a r e r a i s e d in a w o r l d f i l l e d w i t h l a n d m a r k s 

r e m i n d i n g them of the c o n s t a n t i r r u p t i o n of s u p e r n a t u r a l power 

into m u n d a n e e x i s t e n c e . Most p e r c e i v e a c e r t a i n c o n t i n u i t y of 

t h i s - w o r l d with o t h e r - w o r l d , and t h e y a r e a w a r e o f t h e p o t e n t i a l 

b e n e f i t s and d a n g e r s e n t a i l e d b y that c o n t i n u i t y . 

T h e p o p u l a r c o s m o l o g i c a l l a n d s c a p e o f t h e T h a i o r S i n o -

Thai r e l i g i o n i s t is not as d i c h o t o m i s e d as t h a t of t h e C h r i s t i a n . 

R a t h e r than d i v i d i n g t h e c o s m o s i n t o a c t a r k p o l a r i t y b e t w e e n t h e 

f o r c e s of good (ordered by G o d ) and t h e f o r c e s of e v i l (led by 

S a t a n ) , the traditional. Thai r e l i g i o n i s t s e e s a c o s m o s i n h a b i t e d 

by a v a r i e t y of p e r s o n a l i t i e s , c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s , and f o r c e s w h o s e 

n a t u r e s , h o w e v e r c h a r a c t e r i z e d , must n e c e s s a r i l y b e u n d e r s t o o d i n 

n o n - m o r a l i s t i c terms. T h e c o s m o s i;_ not a s t r u g g l e b e t w e e n black 

and white, good and e v i l . It is i n s t e a d a u n i v e r s e p o p u l a t e d w i t h 

b e i n g s that a r e t h e m s e l v e s c o n s t r a i n e d b y t h e n a t u r e o f 

e x i s t e n c e . A l t e r n a t i v e l y , it m i g h t be s e e n as a c o l l e c t i o n of 

p o w e r s tha' are a m o r a l . T h e y a r e a m o r a l i n that t h e y are 

a v a i l a b l e t o a n y o n e w h o a p p r o a c h e s them c o r r e c t l y (on t h i s p o i n t 

see A k i n ( 1 9 7 5 : 1 0 8 - 1 1 0 ) and M u l d e r ( 1 9 8 5 : 2 1 - 3 3 ) on v o w s to an 

image, and Tambiah ( 1 9 8 4 ) o n t h e a m o r a l n a t u r e o f a m u l e t s ) . T h e y 

a r e a m o r a l also i n t h e s e n s e t h a t t h e i r e s s e n t i a l n a t u r e s may b e 

f o c u s e d in t e r m s of an aim, m i s s i o n , or r e a s o n f o r b e i n g that 



; makes them d a n g e r o u s or b e n e f i c i a l to h u m a n s d e p e n d i n g on t h e 

r e l a t i o n s h i p of the h u m a n to that m i s s i o n . 

I To t a k e a c o n c r e t e e x a m p l e , t h e s p i r i t p o p u l a r l y k n o w n as 

j Phra S a y a m T h e w a t h l r a t m i g h t be t h o u g h t of as the g u a r d i a n s p i r i t 

;of T h a i l a n d and a l s o ( d e p e n d i n g on o n e ' s p o i n t of view on t h e 

r e l a t i o n of s t a t e and r e l i g i o n ) as a g u a r d i a n of B u d d h i s m ' s 

f o r t u n e s i n t h e n a t i o n t h r o u g h h i s t o r y . T h e spirit t h e r e f o r e i s 

thought t o b e b e n e f i c i a l , e v e n p a t e r n a l i s t i c , towards t h e T h a i 

nation. T h a i B u d d h i s m , and t h e T h a i p e o p l e . T h e a t t i t u d e o f t h e 

s p i r i t t o w a r d s any i n d i v i d u a l m i g h t t h e r e f o r e b e e x p e c t e d t o 

d e p e n d o n t h e l i k e l y impact o f that p e r s o n ' s a c t i v i t i e s o n t h e 

w e l l - b e i n g o f t h e T h a i n a t i o n . 

S i m i l a r l y , a l o c a l spirit, such as t h e g u a r d i a n s p i r i t of a 

h o m e s t e a d , i s o f t e n t h o u g h t t o b e p r o t e c t i v e o f its t e r r i t o r y . 

I n d i v i d u a l s may e n t e r into a r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h the spirit s u c h 

that t h e s p i r i t b e c o m e s e s s e n t i a l l y p r o t e c t i v e toward t h e 

;ind'ividual, w h i l e b e c o m i n g v i n d i c t i v e t o w a r d o t h e r s who m i g h t 

t 
) 

t r e s p a s s o n t h e t e r r i t o r y t h a t t h e s p i r i t p r o t e c t s . H o w e v e r , 

even t h e h o m e s t e a d e r may v i o l a t e that r e l a t i o n s h i p 

u n i n t e n t i o n a l l y ; or, f i n d i n g t h e s p i r i t r e s t l e s s for o t h e r 

reasons, t h e h o m e s t e a d e r may t a k e s t e p s t o p l a c a t e the s p i r i t 

*ith r i t u a l g i f t s o r p e r f o r m a n c e s . 

i A n o t h e r t y p e of s u p e r n a t u r a l being, t h e thewada, a r e 

thought b y s o m e i n f o r m a n t s t o b e e s p e c i a l l y p r o t e c t i v e o f t h e 

y e l l - b e i n g o f t h e B u d d h i s t r e l i g i o n and a r e c a p a b l e o f p u n i s h i n g 
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j r e p r o d u c e in any way w i t h o u t r e c e i v i n g w r i t t e n p e r m i s s i o n in 

j a d v a n c e from t h e a u t h o r . 

\ 

i n d i v i d u a l s who speak a g a i n s t the r e l i g i o n , o r w h o e x p r e s s i d e a s 

that m i g h t u n d e r m i n e belief, even as t h e y m i g h t aid t h e q u e s t s of 

o t h e r s who s e e k e n l i g h t m e n t or moral b e t t e r m e n t . In t r a d i t i o n a l 

r e l i g i o u s l i t e r a t u r e s u c h as the B u d d h a ' s b i r t h s t o r i e s , or in 

the d y n a s t i c c h r o n i c l e s o f Thai and B u r m e s e k i n g s , o n e f r e q u e n t l y 

f i n d s the god Indra p l a y i n g an active, p o s i t i v e r o l e in t i m e s of 

; s t r e s s . Tn m o r e recent years, one of my i n f o r m a n t s c o n s i d e r e d 

h i m s e l f to h a v e been p u n i s h e d by t h e w a d a when h i s r e s t a u r a n t 

; e x p l o d e d in f l a m e s just m i n u t e s after he had s u g g e s t e d , e v e r so 

i 
'„ t i m o r o u s l y , that s o m e m o n k s might be l e s s t h a n p u r e , and that t h e 

3 
; Buddha might not have u t t e r e d h i m s e l f e v e r y s i n g l e word t h a t is 
t 

| r e c o r d e d in t h e P a l i s c r i p t u r e s . 

T h e s u p e r n a t u r a l f o r c e s thought b y m a n y T h a i t o b e 

:' a s s o c i a t e d w i t h a m u l e t s and p a r t i c u l a r i m a g e s a r e m o r e "difficult 

i 
j| to c h a r a c t e r i z e . Many T h a i feel that the f o r c e s a s s o c i a t e d with 
i 

a m u l e t s are c a p a b l e o f p r o v i d i n g p e r s o n a l p r o t e c t i o n t o t h o s e v h o 

b e l i e v e i n t h e i r e f f e c t i v e n e s s , w h i l e the f o r c e s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 

i m a g e s are c a p a b l e o f g r a n t i n g r e q u e s t s i n e x c h a n g e for t h e o f f e r 

of a r i t u a l r e p a y m e n t t h a t would p l e a s e them. M o s t T h a i are 

vague, even i n c o n s i s t e n t , about how t h i s h a p p e n s in a 

C o s m o l o g i c a l s e n s e , but most agree that, p a r t i c u l a r l y i n . t h e c a s e 

of. amulets, an i n d i v i d u a l must " b e l i e v e " or " h a v e f a i t h t i n ] " 

'both w o r d s a r e t r a n s l a t i o n s of ml khwamc'hua) t h e p o w e r of t h e ISmulet or i m a g e in o r d e r for it to be e f f e c t i v e . 
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C o m p a r i s o n and C o n t r a s t with t h e C h r i s t i a n W o r l d View 

In the i n t e r e s t s of b r e v i t y , I h a v e f r a m e d t h i s p r e s e n t a t i o n 

i n t e r m s t h a t w i l l b e r e l a t i v e l y f a m i l i a r t o a n E n g l i s h - s p e a k i n g 

a u d i e n c e . By u s i n g a r e l a t i v e l y s m a l l set of E n g l i s h t e r m s to 

refer t o t h e w i d e r a n g e o f s p i r i t s and s u p e r n a t u r a l f o r c e s t h a t 

p o p u l a t e t h e T h a i c o s m o s , I h a v e b e e n e n g a g i n g in - very 

e t h n o c e n t r i c , W e s t e r n r a t i o n a l i s t i c form o f d i s c c u r s e ( i n f l u e n c e d 

f u r t h e r m o r e by e x p l i c i t l y C h r i s t i a n t e r m i n o l o g y ) for w h i c h I 

s u p p o s e .1 s h o u l d a p o l o g i z e . Had it b e e n p o s s i b l e to f r a m e t h e 

p r e s e n t a t i o n i n T h a i w i t h p a r a l l e l E n g l i s h t r a n s l a t i o n and 

a n n o t a t i o n , I w o u l d h a v e r e f e r r e d to the C h r i s t i a n god 

t h r o u g h o u t i n c o n s i s t e n t l y g e n d e r - n e u t r a l t e r m s , t h e r e b y 

u n d e r m i n i n g a s i z a b l e f e m i n i s t c r i t i q u e of the s u p p o s e d 

r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n C h r i s t i a n s y m b o l i s m , s e x i s t language, and 

s e x u a l o p p r e s s i o n . M o r e i m p o r t a n t , i t w o u l d h a v e been c l e a r f r o m 

the d i f f i c u l t i e s o f t r a n s l a t i o n t h a t t h e T h a i and E n g l i s h 

c o g n i t i v e m a p s of, or at least l i n g u i s t i c t a x o n o m i e s for, t h e 

n a t u r a 1 - s u p e r n a t u r a l c o n t i n u u m (or d i c h o t o m y , as t h e c a s e may b e ) 

a r e v e r y d i f f e r e n t . T h e Thai l a n g u a g e h a s a m u l t i p l i c i t y of w o r d s 

and c l a s s i f i e r s f o r t h e e n t i t i e s t h a t t h e E n g l i s h l a n g u a g e l u m p s 

t o g e t h e r w i t h t h e term " s p i r i t . " T h e ' hai c o s m o s c o n t a i n s a 

d i v e r s i t y o f p h i ( s p i r i t s and g h o s t s ) t h e w a d a (gods o r d i v i n e 

a n g e l s , w h o s o m e t i m e s act a s g u a r d i a n s p i r i t s ) w i n y a n (spirit 

e s s e n c e s of i n d i v i d u a l s ) cao t h l (a k i n d of g u a r d i a n spirit 

a s s o c i a t e d w i t h a p a r t i c u l a r p l a c e ) c a o p h o (a k i n d of g u a r d i a n 



spirit not n e c e s s a r i l y s p e c i f i c to a p l s r e ) p r e t (a g e n e r i c 

Buddhist s c r i p t u r a l term f o r a p a r t i c u l a r c l a s s of g h o s t s , w h i c h 

in p o p u l a r u s a g e now a p p e a r s to be c l a s s i f i e d as a kind of p h i ) , 

and so f o r t h . Many l o c a l r i t u a l s p e c i a l i s t s can detail o n e or 

more of t h e s e c a t e g o r i e s at m u c h g r e a t e r length. 7 A l t h o u g h m o r e 

and m o r e T h a i h a v e b e e n l e a r n i n g t o t h i n k about the s u p e r n a t u r a l 

in Wester:, t e r m s , w h i l e s t i l l u s i n g T h a i v c . d c , it is 

n e v e r t h e l e s s u s e f u l t o r e m e m b e r t h a t t h e u n d e r l y i n g a s s u m p t i o n s 

about t h e s h a p e and n a t u r e o f t h e s u p e r n a t u r a l world are not t h e 

same in T h a i p o p u l a r r e l i g i o n as t h e y a r e in popular e v a n g e l i c a l 

C h r i s t i a n i t y . 

T h e r e are, o f c o u r s e , s o m e s i m i l a r i t i e s b e t w e e n t h e two 

w o r l d v i e w s . T h e T h a i p o p u l a r r e l i g i o n i s t 2 n d the e v a n g e l i c a l 

C h r i s t i a n b o t h e n t e r t a i n the pn.-i;: i h i 1 1 ty of s o m e r e l a t i o n s h i p 

b e t w e e n a s p i r i t and a h u m a n b e i n g . B o t h s e e t h e spirit as an 

i n d e p e n d e n t b e i n g t h a t w a t c h e s out f o r i t s own i n t e r e s t s and t h a t 

i n t e r v e n e s in human a f f a i r s to r e w a r d or to punish, and to aid or 

o p p o s e h u m a n a c t i o n o n g r o u n d s t h a t s e e m a p p r o p r i a t e t o t h e 

s p i r i t i t s e l f , w h e t h e r t h o s e g r o u n d s b e t e r r i t o r i a l i t y , 

p r o t e c t i o n o f o n e ' s c h o s e n people,. p r e s e r v a + i o n o f s o m e m o r a l 

s t a n d a r d , o r o u t r i g h t w h i m s y . " T h a t i n t e r v e n t i o n may t a k e t h e 

I 7 For m o r e d e t a i l e d d e s c r i p t i o n s of s o m e of these 

c a t e g o r i e s , s e e T a m b i a h ( 1 9 7 0 : 3 1 2 - 3 2 6 ) , H e i n z e (198^: ), and 

Phra A n u m a n (19&.6). 

i • F o r e v a n g e l i c a l C h r i s t i a n s t h i s c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n must be 

luiodified by t h e o b s e r v a t i o n t h a t a n g e l s a r e t h o u g h t to be so 

Icompletely s u b m i s s i v e t o t h e w i l l o f G o d a s t o b e almost 
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i form o f a miracle, or it may c o m e in the form o f a c t i o n that 

a p p e a r s (to o t h e r s ) to be p l a y e d out as a n a t u r a l c o u r s e of 

e v e n t s . For t h e s e r e a s o n s a c o n v e r t to C h r i s t i a n i t y ( p a r t i c u l a r l y 

to Peritecostalieu) f r o m what I am l o o s e l y t e r m i n g "Thai p o p u l a r 

r e l i g i o n " w o u l d r e t a i n a w o r l d view that a f f i r m s t h e r e g u l a r but 

1 
* u n p r e d i c t a b l e i r r u p t i o n of t h e s u p e r n a t u r a l into d a i l y e x i s t e n c e . 

But the d i f f e r e n c e s b e t w e e n Th3i C h r i s t i a n s and . i o n -

C h r i s t i a n s a r e a l s o s i g n i f i c a n t . First, w h e r e t h e T h a i p o p u l a r 

| r e l i g i o n i s t s e e s a m u l t i p l i c i t y o f s p i r i t s and f o r c e s d r i v e n by a 
t 
1J m u l t i p l i c i t y of a i m s and i n t e r e s t s , most e v a n g e l i c a l s s e e t h e 
i 
s u p e r n a t u r a l in d i c h o t o m o u s t e r m s as a b a t t l e g r o u n d b e t w e e n the 

'i 

| f o r c e s of good and t h o s e of evil, t h e s i t e o f a s t r u g g l e b e t w e e n 

| the army of God and t h e m i n i o n s of S a t a n . Second, t h e e v a n g e l i c a l 

I and t h e Thai r e l i g i o n i s t d i f f e r in t h e i r p e r c e p t i o n s of t h e 

j! r e l a t i o n s h i p cf s u p e r n a t u r a l b e i n g s to t h e m o r a l o r d e r . 

E v a n g e l i c a l C h r i s t i a n i t y p o s i t s Gcd a s t h e i n i t i a t o r and 

s i i t i l : i Lner of both t h e m o r a l o r d e r and t h e p h y s i c a l real"!, He is a 

c o s m i c l a w g i v e r , s o t o s p e a k . C h r i s t i a n s may d i s a g r e e a s t o 

w h e t h e r God v o l u n t a r i l y s u b m i t s t o the o r d e r h e h a s p r o m u l g a t e d , 

51 or w h e t h e r God m e r e l y d e c r e e s t h a t w h i c h is a l r e a d y n e c e s s a r i l y 

part of his n a t u r e . (Of c o u r s e , the a v e r a g e e v a n g e l i c a l is not 

i n c a p a b l e o f i n d e p e n d e n t a c t i o n . T h e i r a c t i v i t y i s s o s u b o r d i n a t e 

to t h e command of an o m n i p o t e n t God as to m a k e t h e i r e x i s t e n c e 

almost i r r e l e v a n t . N e v e r t h e l e s s , they d o r e t a i n s o m e f u n c t i o n i n 

the e v a n g e l i c a l and P e n t e c o s t a l c o s m o l o g y a s m e s s e n g e r s and 

I9uardlans, most f r e q u e n t l y a p p e a r i n g (or t h o u g h t t o b e w o r k i n g ) 

In a rescuing, t e a c h i n g , or p r o t e c t i n g r o l e . 



l i k e l y t o t h i n k about q u e s t i o n s o f t h i s k i n d any m o r e t h a n i s t h e 

a v e r a g e T h a i r e l i g i o n i s t l i k e l y to w o n d e r how a B u d d h a w h o is 

o f f i c i a l l y b e l i e v e d t o h a v e c e a s e d e x i s t i n g 2 5 0 O y e a r s ago i s 

a b l e t o a n s w e r his p r a y e r s t o d a y ) . Most e v a n g e l i c a l s w o u l d a g r e e , 

h o w e v e r , that there is no o r d e r e x t e r n a l to God h i m s e l f , and no 

l a r g e r c o s m o s p r e - e x i s t i n g and i n c c r p c r a t i n g h i s c r e a t i o n . M a n y 

T h a i , o n t h e o t h e r hand, w o u l d s e e s p i r i t s a s b e i n g s m o v i n g 

w i t h i n a w o r l d that t h e y have not c r e a t e d a n d w h i c h t h e y can 

n e v e r e n t i r e l y c o n t r o l . Some, i n f l u e n c e d b y m o r e l i t e r a r y f o r m s 

o f B u d d h i s m , might u n d e r s t a n d all s p i r i t s t o b e u l t i m a t e l y 

c o n s t r a i n e d by the r u l e of dharma. Cithers m i g h t c i m p l y c o n s i d e r 

t h e u n i v e r s e to be p o p u l a t e d by a v a r i e t y of b e i n g s with 

d i s t i n c t i v e p e r s o n a l i t i e s who, a l t h o u g h p o w e r f u l , h a v e s p e c i f i c 

l i m i t a t i o n s and w e a k n e s s e s just a s h u m a n s do. T h e m o r a l o r d e r 

d e e s not f l o w from any p a r t i c u l a r s p i r i t , and no spirit is 

e n t i r e l y p u r e ( a l t h o u g h seme, s u c h a s c e r t a i n t h e w a d a , c o m e s o 

c l o s e to t h e i d e a l that the d i s t i n c t i o n may as w e l l be a moot 

p o i n t a s far a s h u m a n s i r e c o n c e r n e d ) . I t f o l l o w s , t h e r e f o r e , 

that s p i r i t s c a n n o t b e neatly c l a s s i f i e d i n t o "good" and " e v i l " 

c a m p s . T h e y s i m p l y e x i s t , to be d e a l t w i t h a c c o r d i n g to o n e ' s 

i n t e r e s t s and a b i l i t i e s . A third d i f f e r e n c e is that a 

m u l t i p l i c i t y o f s p i r i t s and s o u r c e s o f s u p e r n a t u r a l p o w e r s 

i n d i c a t e s a m u l t i p l i c i t y of s o u r c e s of aid to p e o p l e in need. In 

T h a i p o p u l a r r e l i g i o n , p e o p l e s e e k i n g h e a l i n g , p e r s o n a l 

p r o t e c t i o n , o r b u s i n e s s s u c c e s s m i g h t , d e p e n d i n g o n n e e d Bnd 



p e r s o n a l p r e f e r e n c e , g o t o a t e m p l e , h a v e b l e s s i n g r i t e s 

p e r f o r m e d , w e a r a m u l e t s , m a k e v o w s , s e e a f o r t u n e t e l l e r , or a v a i l 

t h e m s e l v e s o f s o m e o f t h e o t h e r s o u r c e s o f aid that are e a s i l y 

a v a i l a b l e . A p e r s o n w h o asks; a f a v o r of t h e s h r i n e a t w h a t u s e d 

t o b e t h e E r a v a n H o t e l need n e v e r g o t o that s a m e s h r i n e again, 

any m o r e than an A m e r i c a n b u y i n g a new h o u s e w o u l d feel 

c o n s t r a i n e d to ask a loan of t h e s a m e p e r s o n w h o had f i n a n c e d her 

c a r t h e p r e v i o u s year, but t h e C h r i s t i a n f e e l s h e r s e l f 

c o n s t r a i n e d t o a p p r o a c h t h e s a m e G o d t i m e a f t e r time. 

F r o m the t r a d i t i o n a l T h a i p o i n t o f view, t h e e v a n g e l i c a l 

C h r i s t i a n idea of a J e a l o u s God w h o a l o n e may be w o r s h i p p e d and 

w h o alcr.o of a H — s u p e r n a t u r a l f o r c e s is gocd, is an a s s e r t i o n 

that is l u d i c r o u s , a r r o g a n t , and d i s r e s p e c t f u l (or that at least 

i n f o r m s b e h a v i o r that. i-m he :l ni.iTprf i.i'tf I . I i J k v.iy). r,-oni Un

c h r i s t i a n p o i n t of view, t h e idea of a v a r i e t y of s p i r i t s that 

c a n b e s u p p l i c a t e d s u c c e s s i v e l y a c c o r d i n g t o c i r c u m s t a n c e i s 

d a n g e r o u s t o t h e s u p p l i c a t o r , f o r i n t h e C h r i s t i a n view t h e 

s p i r i t s t h e m s e l v e s , e x c e p t f o r G o d ' s a n g e l s , are n e c e s s a r i l y evil 

in n a t u r e . 

T h e w o r l d v i e w s t h e r e f o r e i n t e r s e c t w h i l e b e i n g o p p o s e d . 

E a c h r e l i g i o n i s t can and o f t e n d o e s r e c o g n i s e t h e e x i s t e n c e o f 

the s p i r i t s b e l i e v e d in by the o t h e r , w h i l e h o l d i n g d i f f e r e n t 

o p i n i o n s a b o u t t h o s e s p i r i t s . Few T h a i w i l l d e n y o u t r i g h t t h e 

p o s s i b i l i t y of a God as t h e C h r i s t i a n d e s c r i b e s him, but few 

Would s e e that as s u f f i c i e n t r e a s o n for b e c o m i n g a C h r i s t i a n as 



e v a n g e l i c a l ? d e f i n e t h e term. Similarly, few Thai C h r i s t i a n s in 

t h e c h u r c h e s I s t u d i e d w o u l d deny the e x i s t e n c e of t r a d i t i o n a l l y 

b e l i e v e d s p i r i t s , but f e w would h a v e a n y t h i n g t o d o w i t h them. 

T h e r e f o r e , u p o n c o n v e r s i o n the Thai i s not a s k e d t o g i v e u p 

h i s f o r m e r b e l i e f s i n s u p e r n a t u r a l f o r c e s . H e i s a s k e d i n s t e a d t o 

b r e a k o f f any t i e s w i t h them. He is taught f u r t h e r m o r e to v i e w 

them no l o n g e r as p o t e n t i a l b e n e f a c t o r s , bu*- i n s t e a d a s 

perm:inont, drirujcruus o p p o n e n t s , o v e r which he c a n g a i n v i c t o r y 

and s a f e t y o n l y t h r o u g h u t t e r and h e l p l e s s d e p e n d e n c e on God 

h imself.» 

B e l i e f s in the-0+.her—-World, and A c t i o n s in t h e M a t e r i a l W o r l d 

The t w o s e t s o f b e l i e f s r e g a r d i n g t h e s u p e r n a t u r a l can l e a d 

t o d i f f e r e n t s t r a t e g i e s f o r r e l i g i o u s a c t i o n i n t h i s world. 

C o n s i d e r , for e x a m p l e , t h e context of a P e n t e c o s t a l d i v i n e 

h e a l i n g c r u s a d e . I n T h a i l a n d these c r u s a d e s a r e c a p a b l e o f 

d r a w i n g c r o w d s n u m b e r i n g in the h u n d r e d s ar.d in t h e t h o u s a n d s , 

• It s h o u l d be n o t e d that m a n y e v a n g e l i c a l s w o u l d a v o i d 

h a v i n g a n y t h i n g t o d o w i t h B u d d h i s t and H i n d u i m a g e s o n t h e 

g r o u n d s that t r a d i t i o n a l r i t u a l c o n s t i t u t e s i d o l a t r y . T h i s i s i n 

f a c t p r e a c h e d by T h a i C h r i s t i a n s as well. H o w e v e r , the p o i n t I am 

m a k i n g h e r e a p p l i e s to a b r o a d e r r a n g e of p h e n o m e n a t h a n t h e 

p r o h i b i t i o n a g a i n s t h a v i n g and h o n o r i n g what T h a i C h r i s t i a n s c a l l 

rup k h a o r o p (a p r o h i b i t i o n that many North A m e r i c a n C h r i s t i a n s 

o b s e r v e i n o n l y p i e c e m e a l fashion, i n any e v e n t ) . T h i s s e c t i o n ' s 

d i s c u s s i o n f o c u s e s not o n t h e image itself, but o n t h e s p i r i t u a l 

f o r c e t h o u g h t t o be a s s o c i a t e d with that i m a g e . As a c o n s e q u e n c e , 

the r e c l a s s i f i c a t i o n o f t h e visual image i s d o l a r g e l y t o t h e 

vay t h e i m a g e (or o t h e r l a n d m a r k or symbol of s p i r i t u a l f o r c e ) ie 

treated in p o p u l a r r e l i g i o n , and w i t h t h e r e a s o n s why it is 

Ihonored in t h a t f a s h i o n . 
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r e p r o d u c e i n any way w i t h o u t r e c e i v i n g w r i t t e n p e r m i s s i o n i n 

a d v a n c e f r o m t h e a u t h o r . 

e s p e c i a l l y w h e n a c t u a l h e a l i n g s a r e r e p o r t e d b y t h o s e who h a v e 

attended. T h e m o r e s u c c e s s f u l h e a l i n g e v a n g e l i s t s often r e p o r t 

c o n v e r s i o n s a t t h e i r c r u s a d e s n u m b e r i n g i n t h e h u n d r e d s . T h e 

levangelists a r e not l y i n g . I have o b s e r v e d s o m e of these 

^responses m y s e l f . H o s t p e o p l e w h o g o f o r w a r d t o accept C h r i s t 

give e v e r y i n d i c a t i o n of being s i n c e r e and of u n d e r s t a n d i n g what 

jthey a r e d o i n g . M a n y of them report h a v i n g been healed, and they 

|vangelist. O n t h e o t h e r hand, t h e i n a b i l i t y o f e v a n g e l i s t s t o 

fhannel most of t h e i r c o n v e r t s i n t c c h u r c h e s may a l s o be d u e to 

i 

differing a s s u m p t i o n s a b o u t what is g o i n g on. When a c r u s a d e 

1 

evangelist i s s u e s an i n v i t a t i o n f o r p e o p l e to b e c o m e C h r i s t i a n s , 

!e w o r k s from an e x c l u s i v i s t f r a m e w o r k t h a t a s s u m e s that b e c o m i n g 

'hristian m e a n s u n b e c o m i n g w h a t e v e r o n e w a s b e f o r e . This is a 

i 

sind of c o m m i t m e n t w h o s e full i m p l i c a t i o n s ( i n c l u d i n g the 

' a ngelist's e x p e c t a t i o n s about w h a t must and must not c h a n g e in 

4»e c o n v e r t ' s b e l i e f and p r a c t i c e ) a r e n e c e s s a r i l y unknown to 

nai l i s t e n e r s w h o h a v e not e n g a g e d in c o n s i d e r a b l e p r e v i o u s 

|udy of C h r i s t i a n l i t e r a t u r e or o b s e r v a t i o n of p r a c t i c i n g 

i s t i a n s . T h u s , w h e n t h e e v a n g e l i s t and t h e c o n v e r t s p e a k o f 

scorning C h r i s t i a n " ( k h a o pen k h r i t s a t i a n . or r a p c h u a ) t h e i r 

" n i n g s i n t e r s e c t (indeed, are e x p r e s s e d i n p r e c i s e l y i d e n t i c a l 



t e r n s ) , but t h e i r m e a n i n g s d o not f u l l y c o i n c i d e . 

E v i d e n c e o f t h a t l a c k o f c o i n c i d e n c e can b e f o u n d not only 

in t h e m e a n i n g of b e c o m i n g C h r i s t i a n , but a l s o in t h e c o n f l i c t i n g 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f d i v i n e h e a l i n g . A c c o r d i n g 

t o t h e e v a n g e l i s t , m i r a c u l o u s h e a l i n g d e m o n s t r a t e s t h e power o f 

• God. Most T h a i r e a d i l y a g r e e with t h i s , and t h e y m i g h t agree 

; f u r t h e r m o r e that a r e c i p i e n t of d i v i n e h e a l i n g o w e s a debt of 

g r a t i t u d e t o t h e C h r i s t i a n G o d . 1 0 But t o s u g g e s t , a s many 

e v a n g e l i s t s do, t h a t d i v i n e h e a l i n g not o n l y d e m o n s t r a t e s t h e 

p o w e r o f God but a l s o v e r i f i e s the e x c l u s i v e t r u t h - c l a i m s o f 

C h r i s t i a n i t y I s to a s s u m e rr.ore than t h e a u d i e n c e is ready to 

it 

' a c c e p t , for supernatural—h-e-a-l-ing in i t s e l f p o s e s no challenge? to 

t h e t r a d i t i o n a l b e l i e f system. 

j So at the h e a l i n g c r u s a d e a d r a m a is p l a y e d out in w h i c h the 

j 

e v a n g e l i s t and t h e " c o n v e r t " e x p r e s s v e r b a l l y w h a t s o u n d s like a 

c o m m o n u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f w h a t i s g o i n g on, w h i l e b r i n g i n g 

d i f f e r e n t a s s u m p t i o n s to that v e r b a l e x p r e s s i o n . In a s e n s e they 

I 
| h a v e c o m m o n u n d e r s t a n d i n g s , but d i f f e r e n t u n d e r s t a n d i n g s of t h e 
i 

| u n d e r s t a n d i n g s . T h e r e s u l t is l a r g e c r u s a d e s , m a n y c o n v e r t s , but 

\ f e w i n d i v i d u a l s w h o b e c o m e full m e m b e r s of t h e C h r i s t i a n 

c o m m u n i t y . 

But what o f t h e p e o p l e that C h r i s t i a n l e a d e r s c o n s i d e r 

g e n u i n e c o n v e r t s , t h e i n d i v i d u a l s w h o s o o n e r o r l a t e r c o m e t o 
^ 1 0 For a n a l o g o u s s i t u a t i o n s i n v o l v i n g v o w s o r d e b t s o f 

g r a t i t u d e t o T h a i ( n o n - C h r i s t i a n ) s p i r i t s , s e e A k i n (1975a, 

il975b> and M u l d e r ( 1 9 8 5 ) . 



s h a r e , h o w e v e r t e m p o r a r i l y , the C h r i s t i a n s ' v i e w s o n the 

s u p e r n a t u r a l , o n m o r a l i t y , and o n t h e s e l f ? T h e s e i n d i v i d u a l s 

o f t e n f i n d t h e m s e l v e s i n c o n f l i c t with t h e i r n o n - C h r i s t i a n p e e r s 

o v e r t h e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of r i t u a l a c t i o n , a c o n f l i c t that is 

i n t e n s i f i e d by t h e i n t e r s e c t i o n of w o r l d v i e w s . If the C h r i s t i a n 

r e j e c t e d all p r e v i o u s b e l i e f s , i n c l u d i n g t h e b e l i e f i n l o c a l 

, s p i r i t s , t h e n c o m p r o m i s e in r e s p o n s e to s o c i a l p r e s s u r e s from 

i| t h e T h a i r e l i g i o n i s t s with whom he s t i l l h a s i n t i m a t e c o n t a c t s 

J 
5 m i g h t be. easy. But b e c a u s e he b e l i e v e s t h a t t h o s e s p i r i t s not 

j o n l y e x i s t but a l s o are d a n g e r o u s , he s t a n d s firm in r e f u s i n g to 

j p r a c t i c e t r a d i t i o n a l r i t u a l . 1 1 T h i s f i r m r e f u s a l h e i g h t e n s t h e 

j 
1 c o n f l i c t w i t h family, s c h o o l t e a c h e r s , f r i e n d s , and other 

• a u t h o r i t y f i g u r e s , w h o can then t r a n s f o r m r i t u a l p r a c t i c e i n t o a 

; test of w h e t h e r o n e is or is not to r e m a i n a C h r i s t i a n . B e f o r e 

I c o n v e r s i o n t h e c o n v e r t may a l r e a d y h a v e b e e n p e r f u n c t o r y or 

1 :inkada i sir.al j n i tVi: :r>rv i mj fi dial pi-.n-i Lee, but after convert: i t in 

r i t u a l o f t e n becomes: _i major b a t t l e g r o u n d !ir?tweer. social 

j i n t i m a t e s . And b o t h s i d e s ' a c t i o n s a r e m o t i v a t e d in part by t h e i r 

v i e w s o f t h e e f f e c t o f t h o s e r i t u a l s o n t h e i r r e l a t i o n s t o t h e 

a 

s u p e r n a t u r a l . C h r i s t i a n s in most of t h e T h a i c h u r c h e s I v i s i t e d 

a v o i d e d g i v i n g a l m s t o m o n k s , r e f u s e d t o pay r e s p e c t s t o i m a g e s , 

a v o i d e d m e r i t - m a k i n g a c t i v i t i e s , and i n g e n e r a l avoided a c t i v e 

1 * I s u s p e c t t h a t for many c o n v e r t s an I n j u n c t i o n a g a i n s t 

" i d o l a t r y " i n i t s e l f w o u l d b e s u f f i c i e n t t o b r i n g non-

LParticipation in p o p u l a r r i t u a l . But t h e e x c l u s i v i s t a r g u m e n t of 

k i n g d o m s i n c o n f l i c t g i v e s t h e i n j u n c t i o n e x t r a f o r c e for "some. 



• p a r t i c i p a t i o n in. any c e r e m o n i e s t h o u g h t to i n v o k e or pay r e s p e c t s 

p t o n o n - C h r i s t i a n s u p e r n a t u r a l p o w e r s i n any way. C o n v e r s e l y . 

f a m i l i e s d e s i r i n g all t h e i r m e m b e r s t o p a r t i c i p a t e i n 

4 t r a d i t i o n a l c e r e m o n i a l -- c e r e m o n i a l s t h a t a r e u s u a l l y p e r f o r m e d 

to g a i n some b e n e f i t in t h i s life or t h e n e x t may o f t e n 

i n c r r _ s e p r e s s u r e o n C h r i s t i a n c o n v e r t s t o e n g a g e i n t h e 

t r a d i t i o n a l c e r e m o n i a l a c t i v i t i e s . 

C h r i s t i a n c o n v e r t s a t t e n d i n g o r g a n i z e d s m a l l g r o u p m e e t i n g s 

o f t e n raise t h e s e i s s u e s in t h e form of r e q u e s t s for c o u n s e l i n g . 

How d o e s one a v o i d p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n r e l i g i o u s c e r e - c n i a l without 

s e e m i n g to reject t h e f a m i l y , ask s o m e of them. How d o e s one cope 

w h e n p a r e n t s p r e s s u r e o n e to b e c o m e a m o n k or to o f f e r d a i l y alms 

to m o n k s ? What is the p r o p e r r o l e of a C h r i s t i a n at a t r a d i t i o n a l 

T h a i or C h i n e s e f u n e r a l held in honor of a m e m b e r of t h e family? 

Why d o C h r i s t i a n s r e f u s e t o h o n o r i m a g e s o f e m i n e n t h i s t o r i c a l 

f i g u - e s , like the S u d d h a ? 

T h e s e a r e s e r i c u s q u e s t i o n s for m a n y c o n v e r t s , f c r the 

i n t e r s e c t i o n o f c o n f l i c t i n g w o r l d v i e w s h a s m a d e r i t u a l n o n -

p a r t i c i p a t i o n one o f t h e key d i s t i n g u i s h i n g p u b l i c m a r k s o f 

C h r i s t i a n c o m m i t m e n t and b e l i e f . As a c o n s e q u e n c e , r e l i g i o u s 

c e r e m o n i e s b e c o m e p r i m e o p p o r t u n i t i e s to test a c o n v e r t ' s 

a l l e g i e n c e . T h o s e c o n f l i c t s a r e n e v e r e a s y t o n e g o t i a t e , and 

most would p r e f e r t o a v o i d t h e m w h e n e v e r p o s s i b l e . But b e c a u s e o f 

t h e d i f f e r i n g i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s from w h i c h t h e c o n f l i c t s spring, 

the p r i c e o f p e a c e for t h e c o n v e r t may b e t h e r e v i s i o n o f o n e ' s 



beliefs, o r the o u t r i g h t a b a n d o n i n g o f t h e c o n v e r t ' s new f a i t h , 

j A l t h o u g h not every c o n v e r t f a c e s t h i s kind of s o c i a l p r e s s u r e , 

^ far s o m e the d e c i s i o n to c o n v e r t b r i n g s m o n t h s and y e a r s of 

s k i r m i s h i n g with t h e o n e s t h e y l o v e most. For t h e s e t h e f r e e f Q - T i 

d e c i s i o n to a d h e r e to t h e P r i n c e of P e a c e b r i n g s , in a . o e / i a e , a 

^ loss of p e r s o — 1 p e a c e . 

P o s t s c r i p t 

W h i l e going t h r o u g h o n e o f the early s e c t i o n s cf t h i s p a p e r , 

one r e a d e r noted that I had f o r g o t t e n to n o t e that T h a i B u d d h i s t s 

c o n v e r t i n g to C h r i s t i a n i t y move, at least in t h e o r y , f r o m a 

b e l i e f in m u l t i p l e l i v e s to a b e l i e f in a s i n g l e l i f e in w h i c h to 

work out o n e ' s s a l v a t i o n , and t h a t t h i s s h o u l d h a v e s o m e 

i m p o r t a n t p s y c h o l o g i c a l , m o t i v a t i o n a l , and i d e o l o g i c a l e f f e c t s . 

I a g r e e that if the r e l i g i o n of n e a t l y c o n s i s t e n t d o g m a s w e r e t h e 

r e l i g i o n of the people, then t h i s would be an i m p o r t a n t point, 

and it is worth i n v e s t i g a t i n g in o t h e r c o n t e x t s . H o w e v e r , c h u r c h 

p e r s o n n e l a t Hope o f B a n g k o k , w h o s e z e a l o u s p r o s e l y t i ~ a t i c n 

e f f o r t s p r o b a b l y g i v e t h e m a b e t t e r h a n d l e o n t h i s t h a n m o s t 

a n y o n e else, report t h a t v e r y few p o t e n t i a l c o n v e r t s w i t h whom 

t^?y talk r a i s e t h e q u e s t i o r o f k a r m a and m u l t i p l e r e b i r t h s . T h i s 

would b e c o n s i s t e n t w i t h t h e m a n y e d u c a t e d T h a i i n f o r m a n t s w h o 

told m e that for them t a l k o f chat na (the n e x t l i f e ) w a s n o t h i n g 

more than a f i g u r e of s p e e c h . F o r many u r b a n T h a i , t r a d i t i o n a l 

d o c t r i n e s such a s t h e s e a r e the s o r t o f t h i n g t h a t , i f b e l i e v e d , 



|J is a s s e n t e d to in a p e r f u n c t o r y manner, ar.d it is h a r d l y 

;j s u r p r i s i n g t h a t a r a n g e of B u d d h i s t t e a c h e r s and s e c t s as d i v e r s e 

a s Phra P h o t h i r a k and B u d d h a d a s a , T h a m m a k a i a n d H u p p h a S a w a n a r e 

all a b l e t o f i n d f o l l o w e r s ready t o a c c e p t t h e i r p a r t i c u l a r 

$ i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s . D o c t r i n e s such as k a r m a and r e b i r t h a r e p a r t of 

a b r o a d r a n g e of b e l i e f on w h i c h many T h a i y o u n g p e o p l e a r e 

feeling, a^ o n e r e s p e c t e d monk put it, "half and h a l f " -- t h e y 

£ h a l f d i s b e l i e v e , a n d h a l f a r e n ' t s u r e (Phra T h e p w e t h i , p a r s e n a l 

j 
2 i n t e r v i e w , A p r i l 1 9 8 8 ) . 
a 

| N e v e r t h e l e s s , t h i s p a r t i a l a b a n d o n m e n t of t h e t r a d i t i o n a l 

j w o r l d view, p a r t i c u l a r l y among the e d u c a t e d c l a s s e s , d o e s not 

n e c e s s a r i l y r e s u l t in a W e b e / l a n d e m y s t i f y i n g Zvord c h o i c e ? ] of 

t h e w o r l d . ' * What r e m a i n s i n t h e d e d o g m a t i z e d and p a r t i a l l y 

d e c e r e m o n i a 1 i~ed w o r l d of many Dangkck recide.it- -- 3 w o r l d ir. 

w h i c h t h e r e is not " l e s s r e l i g i o n " but r a t h e r a m o r e 

" I n t e r n a l i z e d " r e l i g i o n , as a B a n g k o k p r o f e s s o r put it — is a 

p r e o c c u p a t i o n w i t h t h e s e a s p e c t s o f r e l i g i o u s b e l i e f and p r a c t i c e 

t h a t are m o s t r e l e v a n t t o t h e v i c i s s i t u d e s o f d a i l y e x i s t e n c e . 

And a l t h o u g h m a n y y o u n g T h a i may feel just as "half arid h a l f " 

a b o u t s p i r i t b e l i e f s and s u p e r n a t u r a l f o r c e s a s they d o a b o u t 

b e l i e f s in m u l t i p l e r e b i r t h s , t h e fornier a r e a c l a s s of b e l i e f 

w h o s e g e n e r a l a v a i l a b i l i t y and m a n i p u l a b i l i t y m a k e them m o r e 

i m m e d i a t e l y r e l e v a n t t o d a i l y m u n d a n e e x i s t e n c e , s o t h a t 

'• R e c e n t r e s e a r c h a m o n g B a n g k o k i n t e l l e r t u a l s b y L o u i s 

Golorab s u p p o r t s t h i s p o i n t v e r y well. S i m i l a r e v i d e n c e c a n o f 

c o u r s e b e f o u n d a m o n g m o s t c l a s s e s . 

http://recide.it-


t h o r o u g h g o i n g d i s b e l i e f is h a r d e r to m a n a g e t h a n ir. the c a r e of 

past and f u t u r e l i v e s , if d i s b e l i e f is e v e n d e s i r e d . 

T h e s e c o n s i d e r a t i o n s may e x p l a i n in p a r t why it is t h a t t h e 

i n d i g e n i z i n g of C h r i s t i a n i t y in B a n g k o k of the 1 9 8 0 s d o e s not 

show the kind of s p a t i o - t e m p o r a l c o n t i n u i t i e s found, for e x a m p l e , 

in M a y a n C h r i s t i a n s y n c r e t i s m ':ee B r i c k e r 1981, Gossen 1979, 

W a t a n a b e 1 9 9 0 ) , or a m o n g C e n t r a l S u l a w e s i P r e t e s t or. lz (Aragcr: 

1 9 9 0 ) , or why it is that we do not s e e any o b v i o u s t e n d e n c i e s to 

d r e s s u p t r a d i t i o n a l d e i t i e s i n C h r i s t i a n n a m e s (compare G o s s e n 

1979, W o l f 1 9 5 3 ) . T h e f o c u s o f T h a i l a n d ' s indiger:ised 

C h r i s t i a n i t y h a s t o d o i n s t e a d w i t h t h o s e a s p e c t s o f r e l i g i o n 

that c o n t i n u e to be r e l e v a n t to p e r s i s t e n t c o n c e r n s in a r a p i d l y 

c h a n g i n g w o r l d -- namely, t h o s e a s p e c t s that h a v e to do w i t h 

p e r s o n a l f o r t u n e and m i s f o r t u n e , with h e a l t h and mental w e l l -

being, and with t h e p o s s i b i l i t i e s and d a n g e r s i m p l i e d by the 

e x i s t e n c e o f s u p e r n a t u r a l f o r c e s . * 1 F u r t h e r e l a b o r a t i o n o f t h e s e 

i s s u e s , t o g e t h e r with their i n t e r r e l a t i o n s with recent s o c i a l -

st r uc. I. n t:s 1 c h a i ' i j i ' t : in Th . ' i i 1 ;ind, a r t - b e s t h . n i»n<»d i << •••mither 

c c n t e x t , but I t h o u g h t the p o i n t worth r a i s i n g here. 

i a on 
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