




















TABLE 1
Differences in Ratings of Values by Christian and Buddhist Groups who Completed Questionnaire Compared
with Differences Found to Correlate with Interest in Religion by Suntaree, Snit, and Rokeach
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with Rating of
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Religion by Buddhists| tion by Christians Questionnaire
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portant by Chris-
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National security National security
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Success in life
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Exciting life

(Rated as more im-
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Beauty World of beauty®
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Degree of Correlation .2 or Correlation .2 or
Significance 1% greater ' greater 1% 1%
Source Suntaree and Snit, Thai V.alues and V alue | Rokeach, The Nature | Rokeach, ¢Value Questionnaire distri-

Nida, 1979.
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The actual differences in values between the Christian and Buddhist groups
show something of the nature of religion in Thailand. " The Christians are similar to
the Buddhists who are interested in religion in that they are less concerned about
freedom than those who are not interested in religion. One of the qualifying phrases

used to describe freedom in the questionnaire was “independence”.5 The corollary of
this is that both Christianity and Buddhism promote dependence on something other
than oneself. A common theme of Christian sermons in Thailand is the importance
of following God’s will, rather than one’s own will, and depending on God rather than
on one’s self. In contrast to Christianity, there is a promotion of independence and
self-reliance in the doctrines of Buddhism. According to doctrinal Theravada Buddhism,
the Buddha is not in a state in which-he knows what people are doing or can hear their
prayers. Nevertheless there is some dependence on the Buddha in popular Buddhism.
In the villages, prayer to the Buddha is common. When one anthropologist, Herbert
Phillips, asked villagers in central Thailand to complete the sentence “If one is
frightened, the best thing to do is....”, thirty-one percent answered in terms of
dependency, mainly on the Lord Buddha.6 Similarly, fifty-five percent of the students
who completed the questionnaire this researcher distributed said that calling on the
Three Gems, the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha, helped them in facmg personal
problems. :

Those Christians and Buddhists who were interested in religion tended to
consider the hedonistic values of pleasure and excitement as less important than did
those who were not so interested in religion. The ideal of asceticism in Buddhism is
evident in the image of the monk. People entering the monkhood renounce such
pleasuf'es as going out to entertainments. The rules of the Sangha forbid the luxury of
enjoying kapok mattresses on which to sleep. Devout Buddhist lay-people who vow
to keep the eight precepts during the Lenten period or on Buddhist holy days undertake
to observe the rule of abstineace from dancing, music, visiting shows, flowers, make-up,
the wearing of ornaments or decorations, and the rule of abstinence from using a “tall,
high sleeping place™.?

5. Suntaree and Snit also found that interest in religion correlated negatively with the separate
value of ‘“independence”. See p. 141,

6. Herbert Phillips, Thai Peasant Personality : The Patterning of Interpersonal Behaviour in the
Village of Bang Chan. Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1970
p. 181.

7. B.J. Terwiel, Monks and Magic: An Analysis of Religious Ceremonies in Central Thailand.
Bangkok : Craftsman Press, 1975, p. 197. .
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people also rated religion as being much more important to them than did the urban
people. Therefore, it is possible that if socio-economic status had been kept constant
in the reporting of the differences between those interested in religion and those not
interested, Suntaree and Snit would have found a negative correlation among Buddhists
between interest in religion and the values of wealth and having a comfortable life,
They do, in fact, report a negative correlation between “wealth’ and “religion’ of
-.14.12

The claim that Buddhism, as well as Christianity, tends to discourage interest
in material goods, despite the lack of differentiation reported by Suntaree and Snit, is
.supported by the results of the questionnaire. The Buddhist students who rated religion
as “very important™ to them tended to rate wealth as less important than those who
rated “religion®’ as being of less importance. '

If Buddhism, as well as Christianity, tends to discourage interest in material
wealth, the difference between the Christians and Buddhists who completed the
questionnaire in their rating of “wealth” and “having a comfortable life’ is not likely
to be due to a peculiarly Christian emphasis. The difference between the ‘Christians
and Buddhists reflects their difference in interest in their respective religions, rather
than differences in teachings between the two religions.

For both Christians and Buddhists, there is some ambivalence to wealth, For
Christians, wealth may be considered as a blessing which God bestows, just as Buddhists
may consider wealth as the consequence of religious merit-making. The idea that
material well-being is a result of religious piety is found among both Christians and
Buddhists.  Nevertheless, there are also strong traditions in both Christianity and
Buddhism which discourage attachment to material goods.t3

One other value which is discouraged directly or indirectly by both Christianity
and Buddhism is ‘“‘success in life”. Ia Thailand, ‘““success” involves the idea of meeting
the expectations of others and achieving an honourable status in society. It is also
associated with gaining material wealth. Self-esteem is closely related to success in as
far as self-esteem is achieved, in part, by being successful. Self-esteem is also found by

12. Suntaree and Snit, p. 41. :

13. These opposing ideas are discussed in relation to Buddhism in Thailand by Charles F. Keyes,
“‘Buddhist Economics in Practice’’, Visakha Puja, B.E. 2522 (1979), pp. 19-25. It is signi-
ficant that in a recent symposium. on religious dialogue it was a Buddhist who spoke appro-
vingly of the Christian teaching that wealth is a barrier to the Kingdom of God, and who
argued that the failure to follow this teaching was a weakness among Christians today. See

Donald G. Dawe and John B. Carman, editors, Christian Faith in a Rellglou.sly Plural World,
Maryknoll, New York : Orbis, 1980, p. 41.
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total Buddhist group, but the difference between the two groups was significant only at
a 2.5% level of chance. This difference between the Christians and Buddhists reflects
the different levels in religion in the two groups, rather than differences of emphasis or
teaching between the two religions.

The significant difference between Buddhists and Christians who completed the
questionnaire in the rating of the value of “having a loving relationship” is of
particular interest. This value was eighth in the missionaries’ hierarchy of values, and
was considered by them as one value which Christianity emphasizes. Buddhism, in
contrast, may be understood to discourage the importance of loving relationships
through the emphasis on detachment. Therefore, it might be expected that Thai
Christians would tend to place “having a loving relationship” higher in their scale of
values than the Buddhists. In fact, for the Thai Christians “having a relationship”
was fifteenth in importance, and for the Thai Buddhists, fourteenth.

Why did Thai Christians in fact rate “‘having a loving relationship’ lower than
Buddhists ? Love has implications for the Thai Christians of sexual pleasure and passion.
There was, in fact, a positive correlation between the values of pleasure and having a
loving relationship in the responses of the Christians to the questionnaire. A negative
correlation was found between the value of a loving relationship and the evil of follow-
ing one’s own ideas just for pleasure. Thus, “a loving relationship” appeared to be
associated to some extent with selfish pleasure, and to be in opposition to religious
spiritual concerns, With respect to this value, then, Christian ideas about pleasure
have been interpreted in a Thai cultural manner, leading to attitudes which contrast
noticeably with those of the missionaries. ' '

There are a few values on which Christianity and Buddhism appear to be
different, for which the differences between the Buddhists and the Christians cannot be
explained in terms of differences in levels of interest in religion. In particular,
“national security”’, and, to a lesser extent, “honour in society”, were found by Suntaree
and Snit to correlate positively with interest in religion among the Buddhists.
“National security’’ did not, however, differentiate the Buddhists from the Christians,
and “honour in society’ tended to be rated lower in importaace by the Christians than
by the Buddhists. '

Both of these values are associated with the ways in which people feel about
the wider society and about their relationship to it. Nationalism has been closely
associated with Buddhism in Thailand. The three aspects of nationalism are King,
Nation and Religion. These aspects are represented by the three colours in the Thai
flag. It is to these that every Thai school child declares his loyalty each day. Bud-
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Other examples of this are found when the values of the missionaries and of the
Thai Christians are compared. For example, the second highest value for the mis-
sionaries was “helping other people”, reflecting the importance that this value has had
in American Christianity. *“Calm contentment”, on the other hand, was tenth in their
list of twenty values. For the Thai Christians, “calm contentment’ appeared as the
highest value, along with the value of “religion” itself, and ‘“helping other people” was
sixth in the hierarchy, not significantly different from the place it had for the Buddhists.

There is no evidence that Christianity in itself has led to the adoption of new
terminal values. Rather, Christianity has, to some extent, taken on characteristics of
Thai religious culture. Interest in Christianity in Thailand correlates with similar

values to those which correlate with interest in Buddhism.



