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Hi stori caL Facts

It is historically inadequate to state that Thailand has been, throughout
its history, tolerant and undiscrinmnating in religious matters. Royal
decrees issued around the end of 17th century, a few decades after the
foundation of the Mssion in Siam prohibited the preaching of Christian
doctrine outside Ayudhya, the then capital of the country. The native Thai
were not allowed to be converted. The Christians were mnorities and
immgrants from Canbodia, Laos, Vietnam China, Japan, and Portugal. The
decrees were lifted only about one hundred years ago. Conflicts and
persecutions were recorded here and there. A few years before the foundation
of Bangkok as the capital of the Kingdom two hundred years ago, all
m ssionaries were sent out at the order of King Taksin. Churches were
destroyed. The Christians, who nunmbered no nmore than one hundred, escaped
into the countryside. There was literally no nore Christian comunity or
Chur ch.

Wth the foundation of the new dynasty, Rana, the Ki ngdom was reopened
to missionaries. During these last two centuries, at least five incidents
have occasioned inportant Buddhist-Christian conflicts. The first happened
during the reign of Rama |IIll, when alnost all missionaries were sent out of
the country. The second and the third incidents took place during the reigns
of Ranma V and Ranma VI respectively as a consequence of political conflicts
bet ween Thail and, and France. The fourth occurred 25 years ago foll ow ng the
printing of a book, Questiones Disputatae, Witten by Catholics. The |ast
one started |last year follow ng a canpai gn by a Buddhist group against the
“new strategy” of evangelization on the part of the Catholic Church.

Studyi ng such events in their historical contexts, both Buddhists and
Catholic have quite a lot to learn from their past. Both nust accept
responsi bility for these conflicts.

Turni NG PanTs

Two events brought about radi cal changes in Buddhist-Christian relationships
during the past two decades; Vatican Council |l and the Sinclair Thonpson
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Menorial Lectures of Buddhadasa Bhi kkhu, the fornmer a Catholic event, the
latter Buddhist (though synbolically, since Buddhadasa does not represent
all Thai Buddhists). The changes were meani ngful since they came forth from
both Catholic and Buddhist “faith.” Wth these events interreligious
di al ogue now was begun in earnest. Oficially, a conmssion for
interreligious relations, conposed of Buddhists, Christians, Mslens, and
Hi ndus, was created by the Departnent of Religion under the Mnistry of
Education. On the part of the Catholic Church, a fewyears after Vatican II,
a conmi ssion was founded to deal with interreligious dial ogue.

Unofficially and informally, the Buddhist-Christian collaboration was
initiated about 15 years ago by a group of Catholic priests and laity and
by lay Buddhi st |eaders. The organi zation of a Credit Union was the common
interest. Consultations, workshops, and sem nars were organi zed during those
first years. Though a very small group, the circle was soon enlarged and the
“di al ogue” begun. Wth the foundation of the Catholic Council of Thailand
for Devel opment, the dialogue was fostered, since this new Episcopal
Commi ssion did not work only with the Catholic mnority in the parishes, but
al so with Buddhist communities. Another form of informal collaboration was
inthe field of education. The effort to raise social awareness of concerned
people led a group of Buddhists and Catholics (al nost the same group as the
Credit Union) to workshops and sem nars. A nonth-1ong workshop organi zed by
Jesuits was held in Kyoto in 1972, when ESAWwas founded.

Coorol NATI NG GrouP FOR RELI G oN AND Sacl ETY ( CGRS)

The events of Cctober 6, 1976 changed Thailand to a civil dictatorship. A
nunber of students were killed at Thammasat University. Thousands were
arrested, but soon after rel eased. Ei ghteen were detai ned under heavy accu-
sations. Various groups canpai gni ng agai nst such violations of freedomwere
formed, anong them the Coordinating Group for Religion and Society, which
consi sted of Buddhist, Catholic, and Protestant religious and |ay |eaders.
Enphasis was put on hunman rights issues. The group is still active today,
assi sting oppressed people struggling for their rights both in cities and
rural areas, this group works in close collaboration with the Association
for Gvil Liberty, another Non-Governnent Organization for Human Rights, the
Justice and Peace Conmission (Catholic Episcopal Conm ssion) and Hot-Line
for Thailand and Asia-Pacific.

Thai | NTERRELI G cus Cawm ssi oN For DeveLoenvent (( T1 CD)

During the last decade, there have been obvious changes in devel opnent
activities. Hundreds of non-government organizations, both foreign and
| ocal, are engaged nore and nore in the devel opnent process of the country.
Monks
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thenselves play an inportant role. Traditionally nonks in Thailand were
considered to be religious |l eaders in the strict sense. They were not to get
involved in secular matters. But after the Second Wrld War, things were
changed. Sone prom nent nonks al so becane soci al | eaders. Social invol venent
by nonks is generally accepted today. Both governnent and non-governnent
organi zations find that nonks’ contributions in social action today are
i ndi spensabl e, since nmonks seemto be the only persons fully respected by
the people, especially in the rural conmunities.

The Buddhi st hierarchical structure and its relationship to the State
have conplicated matters since the beginning of Thai history. There is till
today no formal initiative taken or organization proposed concerning the
rol e of Buddhismin social activities. Initiatives are all “private.”

Since its foundation 11 years ago, the Catholic Council of Thailand for
Devel opnent has also been trying to collaborate with Buddhi st nonks. Four
years ago, for the purpose of interreligious collaboration, semnars for
Buddhi st, Christian and Muslim | eaders were organized by CCID. Though the
result was satisfying, observations were made. Catholics as a mnority group
should not play the role of coordinating interreligious collaboration in
social action itself. Discussions with different NGOs, especially those
which base their activities on Buddhist principles, led to the foundation
of a new organi zation: Thai Interreligious Conm ssion for Devel opment. This
is the new forumfor interreligious collaboration.

Since it cane into existence 4 years ago, TICD has been trying to
pronote firstly nutual understanding anmong religions through coll aboration
in social actions and, secondly, the role of Buddhism in devel opnent.
Sem nars, wor kshops, and “exposures” have been arranged, wher e
interreligious experiences were reflected. The Catholics, with their
internati onal network, channel international experiences, and resources,
while the Buddhists, with their |ong experiences and cultural riches and
resources offer nodel s of devel opment relevant to Thai society.

An exanpl e should be quoted here. In 1982 a seninar was organi zed for
Buddhi st, Christian, and Mislim | eaders and social workers. The thene was
“Lent.” Each religion has its “Lent,” the Buddhist for about 3 nonths, the
Christians for 40 days, and the Mislins for 30 days. For 25 years the
Catholic Lent Canpaign has been well-known as neans for raising, the
awar eness of Catholics in the First Wrld about the injustice in the world
structure and their responsibility for the poverty of the Third World. This
Lent en Canpai gn has provi ded great support for devel opment activities in the
Third Wrld. As for the Buddhists and Muslins, the spirit of sharing or what
is often called “merit nmaking” is never l|lacking. Part of their inconme is
spent for religious purposes. Yet it is alnost all in traditional form The
sem nar enabled the participants to understand what “Lent” really neans,
traditionally and doctrinally, for each religion. Many Buddhi st nonks shared
their experience of the “Lenten Canmpaign” in their comunities. As a result
of the sem nar, canpaigns were organized for educational and fund-raising
pur poses. | ndividual s,
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groups, and organi zations, especially Buddhist and Christian, took part in
the canpai gns.

TICD's policy since the beginning has been the coordination and
pronmotion of nodels of devel opment based on religions principles. It was
never intended to be a “funding agency.” Few projects supported by TICD are
catalytic in purpose. Evaluations of social activities organized and run by
nonks show that it is not only economc devel opnent that can be called
devel opnment. After 20 years of the pronotion of devel opment, enphasizing
economc growh, a prom nent nonk now see his role changing from social
worker to meditation master. He finds that what he failed to consider
sufficiently during the past 20 years is the spiritual dinension of the
devel opment process. This is exactly what some ot her nonks are experiencing.
They have both “rice banks” and neditation centers in their communities.

TICD is the forum where intellectuals and activists in social action
meet. The actual search is the application of “small is beautiful” nodel of
devel opnent in Thai society. Cvilization in sinplicity is the spirit of
Buddhi sm and all religions. How can we today renew this spirit and at the
same tinme renew the role of the Sangha and nonasteries both in cities and
inthe rural areas? To answer such questions, interreligious experiences are
valuable. The Catholic Church structure and organizations in different
fields in its long history and especially after the Vatican Il has also
contributed to this searching process.

CaTtHoLl ¢ SEARCH FOR CoNTEXTUAL THEOLOGY FOR DEVELOPMENT

The Catholic Council of Thailand for Devel opnent, through its own experi -
ences of social activities in Buddhist comunities and in close
collaboration with TICD, is now searching for a contextual theology. Since
the beginning, CCTD has been trying to apply the teachings of the Church
concerning social problems. Yet it seens that what is called “application”
is not very different from®“inposition.” Ready-nade fornulas and nodels for
devel opnment have been “proposed” and “inposed.” Many new problens and
questions have been raised.

It is not true that CCTD has not anal ysed the Thai cul ture and Buddhi sm
Yet its analysis has been rather a “nmacro” one assuming that one analysis
can be applied for any situation. Its own experiences and reflections, and
al so the international experiences of contextual theology, |ead CCID now to
a new step.

A contextual theology cannot be the result of individual experiences
and reflections. The subject has to be the “people.” Here in Thailand it is
the Thai people. Since 90% are Buddhist, we have to |ook for the “logic of
the nmejority.” The Catholic mnority has to reflect its faith in this
context, if it believes that the Spirit of God, H s Gace and Revel ation,
is also to be found in this culture. The content of this reflection nust be
the experience of these people. This is the inportant role of interreligious
col | aboration, since the
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Buddhi sts thenselves are also in such a process. The Catholic conceptual
framewor k and international experiences conpl enment the Buddhist “content.”

It is difficult to tell the outcome, since the search has only begun
this year. A group of Catholic priests and Buddhi st nmonks and soci al workers
have net formally and informally to discuss the issue. One conmmon
understanding is that there can be no real developnent if the people
thensel ves are not the “subject” —o nore the “object.” The people have to
di scover their own cultural identity, their potential, which nust be the
root and basis for integral devel opment. The “top-up” theory has to be put
into reality. Peoples’ participation should not be their participation in
“our” project and “our” decision, but in theirs. W are individuals and
smal | groups who participate in the peoples’ organization. They are the
maj ority.

| NTERRELI Gl aus ENcounTER AND ConFLI cT TopAy

Religion is a sensitive issue. Here in Thailand, religion generally neans
Buddhi sm which has the status of a state religion. As such, it is linked
to national security. This fact has also to be taken into account if we w sh
to understand the present conflict between a group of Buddhists and the
Cat holic Church in Thail and.

Different from all proceeding conflicts, the present one is not
“official” and nation-wi de, though its inpact has developed up to that
I evel . The Buddhist “mlitants” consist of sone prom nent Buddhi st nobnks,
mlitary officers, state officials, and lay nen. The group attracted the
publ i c-eye by hol di ng several nass assenblies in Cctober 1982 and by vari ous
publications. The canpai gn was agai nst the new strategy of evangelization,
using the key term “dialogue” to “absorb” Buddhism into Christianity.
Evi dences given are the docunents of the Vatican Council, the Bulletins of
the Secretariat for Non-Christians, some witings of Thai Catholic |eaders
and intellectuals concerning Buddhism and “inculturation,” and finally the
“behavior” and different activities of the Catholic Church itself. Details
cannot to be nentioned here. This is only a personal reflection on the
incident, those inpact is still being felt today.

CGRS and TICD have treated the issue with a sense of urgency in their
meetings and di scussions. It should al so be noted that at the beginning the
incident had a negative influence on sone of the nenbers of the two groups.
However, after discussions, things were again clear and common efforts were
set in order to make the situation better so as not to interrupt
interreligious collaboration. G oup discussions and neetings have been
organi zed in many places for interested people.

To be optimstic, the actual Buddhist—christian conflict is a good
opportunity for both Buddhists and Catholics to re-exam ne the whole
situation: one’'s faith and its expressions. An inportant point often raised
by the Buddhists is that, after Vatican Il, Buddhism is not sincerely
respected nor considered

20 INTER-RELIGIO 5 / Spring 1984



“equal” to Christianity. The claim by sone Catholics that Buddha is a
“prophet” (while Jesus Christ is the Savior of the Wrld), and that Buddhi sm
is the preparation for the Gospel or is part of God s plan of Salvation are
doctrines and attitudes in need of re-thinking. Furthernore the process of
“absorbi ng” Buddhi st elements into Christianity is taken as intervening and
“breaking up’’ the whol e of Buddhism thereby damaging its identity.

Be these argunents objective or not, the Catholics should consider them
seriously. In fact, up to today, the question of “inculturation” is still
bei ng discussed. |t seens that alnmpbst 20 years after the Vatican Council,
no real conclusion has been reached. It is true that many applications have
been nmde, especially in liturgy, celebrations, and the construction of
churches. But is that what the Council means by “inculturation” and
“absorbing cultural elements into Christian faith”? Do we have both experts
of the Council (Theol ogy) and Buddhism (Thai culture) in order to express
our Christian view of Buddhismas it should be and in a way acceptable to
the Buddhists? If not, do we opt for real collaboration with the Buddhists,
study, discuss and reflect with them what the Council says on the issues
concerning then? Are we Catholics privileged to “theologize” in the Thai
context? Does not our faith in the Thai context have its real neaning if it
is a living faith anong the mgjority, which is Buddhist and which we
consider to be the |ocus of God' s revelation al so?

We Catholics still have quite alot to do, if we really wish to realize
our own identity as Thai and Catholic at the sane time. We need to appreciate
Buddhi sm nore, not only as a doctrine, but also as a Buddhi st experiences
inthe daily Ilife of the Thai. Besides, we should acknow edge the fact that
Buddhism is only one el enent, though very inportant, in Thai culture. The
assunption that being Thai, we Catholics do realize what Thai culture is,
is scientifically untrue. Studying carefully the history of the Catholic
Church in Thailand we see that Catholics have their history inside Thai
history, their culture inside Thai culture. Catholics have been nminorities
and inmgrants, forming their own conmmunities, under the guidance and
| eadership of mssionaries, nostly French. Wth the renewal of Vatican Il
we remenmber who we were, how we lived and what we did. Moreover,
understanding a culture neans discovering its historical devel opnent,
changes, val ues, struggles, and aspirations also in its present stage. This
is not only the task of the Thai Catholic, since the Buddhist also and
“agnostic” intellectuals and nany social workers have been trying,
especially during these last two decades, to discover Thai identity.
Catholics should take part in this searching process in a way that they
thensel ves do not feel thenselves, and are not considered by others to be,
an independent or even isolated part of the whole. To be sincere, are we
Catholics really liberated from our “superiority conplex”? Both in our
t hi nki ng and our expressions?
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